ABSTRACT
The Life and Ministry of John Sung:
Sowing Seeds of Vibrant Christianity in Asian Soil

Ka-Tong Lim

John Sung, Ph.D. (1901-1944), was a Chinese scientist turned preacher whose
public ministry lasted a mere twelve years. Yet his short life impacted tens of thousands,
if not more. At a time when science was king and religion was relegated to the realm of
myths, a scientist who preached an old-time religion, performed faith healings, and talked
about the second coming of Jesus, must be quite "crazy," or hard to understand.
This dissertation is a biographical research seeking to discern contributing factors
that made John Sung a central figure of twentieth-century Christianity. It explains the
importance of Sung and his decided influence in the church, both in and outside of China.
Along the way, it uncovers the reasons why one so unpolished in theology, whose
ministry spanned so short a time, could become an important person who helped shape
Asian Christianity. This in turn explains why he had been a neglected figure in historical
scholarship, until now.
Based on archival and library research as well as personal interviews, this
research uncovers significant aspects in John Sung's formative years, including his
childhood in China and early adult years in America, that illuminate how Sung was
shaped. The findings show that Sung was a rare figure who stood at the center of the
Protestant theological maelstrom, religious tensions, and scientific challenges.
Somehow, he came out unscathed by returning to his religious roots, though not without
great struggles that almost cost him his brilliant mind.

The context of Sung's life is sketched in order to understand the shaping forces in
the socio-political, religious, and cultural realms. This allows the readers to enter into
Sung's setting, thus making evaluation meaningful. It also places Sung in a cultural
context where he interacted under the guidance of the Spirit through the Word of God.
In discerning Sung's importance to Chinese Christianity of that period, Paul G.
Hiebert's concept ofthe "excluded middle" is applied as a theoretical framework,
showing how Sung could have made a lasting impact in lives that intersected with his.
This is supplemented with the concepts of "biography as theology" (James William
McClendon, Jr.) as well as "Biography as Missiology" (Ruth A. Tucker).
One of the contributions of this work is that it fills a gap in the understanding of
the history of evangelism and mission, which up to now has ignored John Sung's
important role in Chinese Christianity as a key contributor to the renewal of the church.
Further, this study shows that Sung's view and practice with regard to the Holy
Spirit's role in believers' lives is relevant to Christians today. Properly understood,
Sung's practice helps Christians avoid the flaws of the excluded and expanded middles.
Finally, this research concludes that biblical truth carefully lived under the full guidance
of the Holy Spirit will result in sanctified living that touches all aspects oflife, which in
tum, becomes a winsome witness to a genuine faith that transforms lives and society.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

"We cannot understand a man unless we know his environment.
Biography is a thread, but history is a web in which time is broad as well as long.
To unravel the thread without breaking it we must loosen the web"
(Zwemer 1902: 1-2).

Mr. John Chi agreed to talk about John Sung! for 15 minutes. He was physically
weakened from fighting a recurrent cancer with radiotherapy and could not handle long
conversations. That afternoon in the spring of 2007, he talked for well over an hour. He
spoke of John Sung's brief stay in their home in Yantai, Shandong, nearly seventy years
earlier. He was animated describing Sung's preaching style and how Sung denounced
sins and called his listeners to repentance. Then, a glistened-eye Chi said, "I went out to
confess my sins that day. I was born again! I will never forget that day, although I was
only ten years old." Many minutes later, when I stood to say goodbye, a visibly
exhausted Mr. Chi thanked me for talking with him about John Sung. While fighting
back tears, Chi said that he had just experienced the same joy he felt years ago. "It's like
the whole thing had just happened."
In March of 2003, three elderly Xi amen Christians, each at least 80 years old,

talked animatedly about the John Sung they had known and heard. In the middle of our
conversation, Mr. Sun suddenly burst out singing joyfully at the top of his lungs,
"Glorious hope, glorious hope," and the two ladies joined him. Though not possessing

I I use John Sung's English name throughout this dissertation for easier reading. The name "John Sung"
was popularly used only since 1931. The official Chinese Pinyin transliteration of his name should be
"Song Shangjie." In his hometown, he went by "Sang Siong Ceh," according to the Hinghwa dialect. As a
student in America, he was known mostly as "Siong Ceh Sung." See Appendix 1 for more details.
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the best of voices, they emanated joy that came from deeper than their singing. Then
with tears rolling down his cheeks, Mr. Sun apologized, explaining that he was overcome
with joy as he thought back to that day many years ago, the day of his Christian
commitment. Madam Cai added, "Once you heard the congregation sing the choruses
under Sung's leading, the heart just felt wann." It was joyful for them to just think back
to those days, even in their early morning climbs on the mountain each weekend for a
half-day of prayer and even when they went witnessing from door to door.
Another ten-year-old boy who also heard John Sung for one whole week, three
times a day, each time more than two hours in Seremban, Malaysia, became my father.
Not long into our recent conversation about John Sung, he too, burst out singing, not one,
but two choruses. He said with excitement, "I still remember every word!" He also
repented of sins during those meetings.
Chinese church historian Dr. Christopher Chun K wan Lee was most impressed
with the vivid retelling of John Sung's work by those who had heard him. Lee said it
might be hard for his listeners to remember what he preached six months earlier, and yet
these who reminisced on Sung's ministry talked as if Sung was right there in the room
(Lee 2002:32). It was all the more impressive given that most of them had heard John
Sung but a few times, more than fifty years ago!
Granted, there were critics of John Sung, then and now. But what engendered
such wannth and joy in those whose lives were impacted by Sung's ministry, and for
such a long time? All who heard Sung attested to his powerful preaching. But was it just
the preaching? Is there more to it that made John Sung's influence so enduring?

3
A Brief Sketch ofJohn Sung's Life
John Sung was born in 1901 in Fujian Province, China. He left for America in
1920 and earned his undergraduate, graduate, and postgraduate degrees in five and a half
years. He returned to China in 1927 detennined to be a preacher. Within twelve years of
his active ministry from 1928 to 1939, John Sung had become an evangelist-revivalist
who "shook up the church in China and Southeast Asia" (Liu 1995: 17). Sung is
variously remembered as the "Wesley of China" (David Bentley-Taylor 1975:132),
"Billy Sunday of China" (Smith 1965 :28), "the apostle of China" (Liu 1995: 15), "the
greatest evangelist China has ever known" (Lyall 1956:ix, xix), and "probably the
greatest preacher of this century" (Schubert 1976:14).
William E. Schubert, an American missionary to China with the Methodist
Episcopal Church, commented,
I have heard almost all the great preachers from 1910 until now, including R. A.
Torrey, Billy Sunday, Henry Jowett, the great holiness preachers, the Methodist
bishops, including Bishop Quayle, even Harry Emerson Fosdick, who set a great
example of the homiletic art, though I did not agree with him, and finally Billy
Graham. Yet John Sung surpassed them all in pulpit power, attested by amazing
and enduring results. (1976: 14)
By all accounts, John Sung was a most colorful person. His life was filled with
dramatic moments culminating with his youthful death at the age forty-two. Sung
obtained his Ph.D. in chemistry from an American university. He had a conversion
experience at Union Seminary in 1927 and subsequently was confmed for 193 days in a
mental hospital, where he read through the Bible at least forty times. During his return
trip from America to China, he was so detennined to give up everything to preach the
gospel that he tossed all his scholarly awards into the Pacific Ocean. From 1928 to 1939,
his footsteps reached across a vast portion of China, as well as the Philippines, Taiwan,
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Hong Kong, Singapore, Malaya and Sarawak (now Malaysia), Thailand, Bunna
(Myanmar), Indonesia, and Vietnam. At the height of his career, his preaching constantly
drew thousands of hearers, to whom he usually preached three times a day, each session
lasting two to three hours. He led numerous Bible exposition retreats that lasted
anywhere from 10 days to a month, each time drawing hundreds or thousands. In 1936,
he preached through the whole Bible in one month, with two thousand retreat attendees
who came from all over China and Southeast Asia2 (Sung 1995a:212).
John Sung was so well known in his time that he was commonly referred to
simply as "Dr. Sung" by the people of his generation. Even those who were not in
sympathy with Sung's theology and ministry were nevertheless familiar with his work.
This is attested in several articles and news reports in the prominent missionary
magazine, The Chinese Recorder, published in China. More interestingly, this is also
evidenced in a paper presented to the International Missionary Council at Tambaram,
India, in 1938. In a report on the progress of evangelism in China, several names of
Chinese and American evangelists were mentioned in full, or at least with their first and
last names, but John Sung was presented simply as "Dr. Sung.,,3 These examples show
that Sung was a well-recognized figure even in the international scene of the Christian
missionary movement.
On the other hand, John Sung also received a fair share of criticism. In fact, it
was perhaps the combination of fame and notoriety that made John Sung a household

Generally, Sung's reporting of numbers on attendees and conversions in his diary (Song 1993; 2006) and
memoir (Sung 1967) is reliable, supported by third -party reporting in periodicals and missionary
publications. Sung dutifully entered these into his diary each night. Sung did admit that he had made
exaggerations in a few occasions in his preaching.
3 Even the names of famous evangelists such as E. Stanley Jones and Sherwood Eddy were mentioned in
full in the same paper. Other Chinese names included Wang Ming Tao (Wang Mingdao), Wang Pi Te,
Marcus Cheng, et al. See Davis and Grubb 1939:161-163.
2

5

name in the Christian and missionary community. His fearless attacks on sin were
unmatched. Even those in leadership positions were not spared, whether they were
Chinese Christians or Western missionaries. In some ways, he became an evangelical
icon to the Chinese believers for his strong stance against missionary paternalism and the
theological liberalism espoused by mainline Christian leaders of that time. He became a
champion and the mouthpiece of theological conservatism, together with other prominent
Chinese Christians such as Ni Tuosheng (Watchman Nee), Jia Yuming (Chia Yu-Ming),
Wang Mingdao (Wang Ming-Tao), and Wang Zai (Leland Wang).
John Sung was a person who provoked strong emotions in those who encountered
him. He was greatly respected and loved by many, yet loathed by others. Those who
loved him said he was sensational; others who did not like him said he was a
sensationalist. His preaching touched many and had a deciding influence in their
Christian commitment, yet it was dismissed by others. More like a "folk theologian,"
Sung's theological stance and ministry were loathed by the theological elite of his time.
John Sung died on August 18, 1944 outside Beijing at the age of 42. He was
survived by his wife and three daughters.

Background to the Problem
The late veteran missionary and missiologist Dr. 1. T. Seamands identifies John
Sung as one of the key leaders in the "younger churches" (1967). Professor David Bundy
considers John Sung to be among the few "who changed the course of Christian
history.,,4 Bundy's view was shared by eminent missiologist Andrew Walls, who
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In an email message dated September 9, 1999.
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considers Sung among a few who effectively stemmed the tide of theological liberalism
(Walls 2002).
Such claims could be interpreted in many different ways, but they point to the
significant contribution of John Sung to the Chinese church. One example: it is reported
that more than 100,000 Chinese were converted to evangelical Christianity through
Sung's ministry (Schubert 1976). Since Chinese Christians in 1949 numbered slightly
less than a million (Chao 1989:29), John Sung's converts could have made up at least a
tenth of the total Christian population in China by the time of his death in 1944. Of
course, the number has little significance by itself.
But I will show from this research that out of Sung's direct or indirect ministry
influence came a great number of Christian leaders who would contribute to the vitality
and growth of evangelical Christianity in many Asian countries. Of particular
importance was the fact that these leaders were the ones who braved trying times of the
Japanese occupation and for the church in China, under the Communist regime.
That a great many Christian leaders emerged due directly or indirectly to Sung's
ministry was well acknowledged. This is attested by missionaries and Christian leaders
who had working familiarity in areas where Sung had ministered. I will be able to
support this, especially from first-hand accounts in oral as well as written collections of
Western missionaries and key Chinese leaders such as Thomas Wang, Philip Teng,
Bobby Sng, Timothy Tow, Andrew Gih, and Moses Yu, among others.
Further, I will show that John Sung's ministry effectively touched the felt needs
of Chinese Christians at a very unsettled time. Although Sung's theology and
methodology were eschewed by "elite" theologians of his time, his approach to the Bible
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and serious engagement in spiritual needs touched ordinary people at their worldview
level. His emphasis on personal and corporate holiness, spiritual warfare and prayer, as
well as calling Christians to radical discipleship, answered some deep yearnings of the
Chinese people in the 1930s. I will show that this holiness teaching, coupled with the
theology of revival that John Sung espoused, made the gospel relevant and real within the
context of Chinese religiosity at a time of sweeping changes in the socio-political
landscape.
Yet for the most part, this one who contributed so greatly to the growth of the
Chinese Church has largely been neglected in mission history. Although historical
scholarship generally has shown little interest in evangelical Christianity in China, 5 there
is a considerable amount of material and dissertation research on Watchman Nee and
Wang Mingdao, who were peers of Sung. Until now, serious scholarship has not touched
upon John Sung.
Even in his own Methodist denomination, there have been conflicting opinions
about John Sung. 6 In his autobiography, veteran Methodist missionary to China Francis
P Jones (1969) described John Sung as the "bright star in the crown of Hinghwa.,,7
According to Eva Brewster (n.d.), one of the greatest achievements of the Methodist
Missions to China was to be found in the person of John Sung. Jones, a missionary
educator, taught Sung in high school. Eva Brewster, who wrote the biographical account

5 For example, Sung's name was not mentioned in Chih-hsin Wang's History o/Christianity in China
(1998), a commonly used textbook on Christian history in China.
6 Sung was an ordained elder of the Hinghwa Conference of the Methodist Church in 1938. He was listed
as an "evangelist-at-Iarge" of that conference after 1931 and had basically operated as an independent, selfsupported evangelist since 1934.
7 This is a direct translation from the Chinese. Interestingly, Jones' autobiography was published only in
Chinese, being a translation from an unpublished English manuscript.
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of missionary Elizabeth Brewster, was married to Elizabeth's son who knew John when
they grew up together in Hinghwa.
Yet historians of Chinese Methodism overlook Sung in their writing. In writing A

Hundred Years o/China Methodism (1948), Walter N. Lacy chose to omit even a simple
mention of Sung. On the other hand, he did mention Ciu Do Gieng (Qiu Duojian) of
Kutien (Gutian), Fujian. Ciu was a returned Ph.D. from the United States who, much like
John Sung, chose to become an evangelist but served for a short eight months before his
untimely death in 1921. Likewise, in Ten Thousand Years: Methodism's First Century in

China (1947) by Richard Terrill Baker, John Sung's name was again omitted. These
omissions are most glaring, given the fact that both authors see themselves as China
missionaries familiar with the Methodist mission in China. Further, they also gave
accounts of the rising up of Chinese leaders both in ordained and "lay" ministries, and
identified many Chinese Methodists by name and described their key contributions.
As a nonconformist, Sung must have offended many in leadership positions. He
simply would not yield to any authority other than that of the Bible, as he understood it.
As one who diligently searched the Bible for answers to Christian living, Sung did not fit
squarely into any particular theological mold. To some traditional missionaries, he was a
Pentecostal who, according to missionary "matriarch" Elizabeth Brewster of Sung's
hometown, "went off on a faith healing tangent" (Brewster n.d.:361). Indeed, John Sung
held healing services in places where he ministered. Yet Sung was adamant in his
criticism of the Pentecostals in his preaching even though he himself had Pentecostal
experiences. His position that women have a rightful place in ministry offended some
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conservative Christians, chief among whom was Watchman Nee and the Christian
Assembly that Nee had founded.
Sung could be abrasive in his attacks against those whom he considered
"liberals." He was notorious for being openly critical of missionaries, leading some to
accuse him of "missionary-bashing." Yet he also had very close relationships with many
Westerners, especially those associated with the Chinese Inland Mission, Free
Methodists, and Nazarene missions. I will show, his theological outlook was clearly that
of Wesleyan holiness, but he had been welcomed by Lutheran, Baptist, and Presbyterian
missionaries.
In his research and quest for an authentic Asian Christian theology at the E.

Stanley Jones School of World Mission at Asbury Seminary, Hwa Yung (1997:232-233)
suggests that biographies of great Asian saints could be a fruitful venue for theologizing
at the grass-roots leve1. 8 John Sung was one of those mentioned by Hwa as a person
whose life could be studied to help Asian Christians find a sense of their own Christian
identity.
The above sketch shows that a biographical study of Sung is urgently needed.

Statement of the Problem
Some interesting questions come to mind when we think about the legacy of John
Sung. How could one whose public ministry that lasted merely twelve years have such
great impact on so many lives? How did one so "unpolished" in theology and Bible
exposition help so many to be grounded in an evangelical faith? Moreover, Sung did not
leave behind any institution to carry on his work. Yet today, a study of Christianity in
8 Hwa's dissertation was published in 1997 in book fonn, Mangos or Bananas: The Quest/or an Authentic
Asian Christian Theology.
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China and many Southeast Asian countries would be incomplete without a reference to
the powerful work of John Sung during the 1930s. The life and ministry of John Sung
therefore needs to be carefully studied.
I will argue that John Sung's life and ministry, along with his emphasis on
sanctified living guided by the Bible through the superintending of the Holy Spirit, made
a strategic contribution to the growth and vitality of Christianity in China and in
Southeast Asia. I will show that his life took on a metaphorical importance that
significantly helped to shape the course of the Chinese church, both in and outside of the
Mainland. It would be wrong to suggest that Sung alone was the key to Christian vitality
in the Chinese church. However, he made a distinct contribution, and leaving Sung out
gives us an incomplete picture.
The central issue in this dissertation, then, is to understand the life of John Sung
and assess his contribution to the growth and vitality of Christian faith in China and
Southeast Asia. I will approach this study with the lenses of the theory of the "excluded
middle," supplemented by "biography as theology," both of which will be further
elaborated in the Theoretical Framework section. The focus will then be on John Sung's
life and legacy, with particular attention to contextual and historical elements. In some
ways shaped by his time, and yet because of his dedication to a special call, John Sung
contributed greatly to how Christian history was shaped and written in Asia, although this
has largely been unrecognized in historical scholarship. My hope is that such a critical
study of Sung's life will provide a balanced presentation and assessment of his definite
influence in the life of the Chinese church.
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My thesis is that as an effective innovator and a change agent, John Sung became
an evangelical icon who imparted to Chinese Christians a vibrant faith that stressed
experiential expressions based on scriptural teaching, a faith that emphasized rootedness
in biblical teaching and yet touched the realities of people's lives under the powerful
work of the Holy Spirit.

Research Questions
First and foremost in a biographical study of John Sung is the question: What
shaped John Sung? How did John Sung become John Sung? I think it will be fruitful to
follow David Bundy's model in the study of a person's life and ministry. Bundy's study
on E. Stanley Jones' "theology of the Kingdom" (1988), based on "French
Structuralism,,,9 allows one to see the developmental change in a person's life and how
this person interacted with and was shaped by his or her context. Sung's childhood years
and his experience in America in the 1920s had great impact on his later thinking.
Particularly fruitful will be a study of Sung's time in America, which was then swept by
strong theological and philosophical crosscurrents. Theological conflicts and even the
Scopes Trial of 1925 could have had a great influence in a young scientist's mind. Along
with this question, it will be important to investigate how he was shaped by his Methodist
upbringing and Wesleyan holiness teaching, as well as by his later interaction with
Pentecostalism in the early 1930s. Arguably, John Sung was among the few who could
hold in creative tensions the "divided flame" (Snyder 1986) of the Wesleyan holiness and
Pentecostal traditions. Although he himself might not have been aware of it, Sung was
actually a bridge person for these seemingly irreconcilable traditions of his time.
9 In studying a person's life, it investigates the narrative structures in order to understand the developmental
changes in thought processes as this person interacts with his or her socio-political and cultural contexts.
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In what ways did contextual elements playa role in contributing to the

prominence of John Sung's ministry and his lasting influence? This question might
seem, at first glance, to undermine the sovereign work of God through the Spirit; I can
show that contextual elements were definitely discernible. It will be necessary to study
the history of political as well as theological changes happening around Sung's time,
especially in China. In some measure, the great impact of John Sung was due to the
context of that time. It will be necessary to gain a historical understanding of the
Christian church in China during Sung's time, and of the Fundamentalist-Modernist
controversy that flared up in China in the early 1920s. Likewise, the swift changes in the
political scene and the Japanese invasion of China formed important background
elements to Sung's sweeping ministry in the 1930s.
How did John Sung's ministry contribute to the growth and indigenization of
Chinese Christianity? What was Sung's perception of indigenization, and to what extent
was he consciously trying to apply it in his ministry? As I read Sung's sermons and his
published diary, it seemed to me that he was thinking very much in line with the findings
of Roland Allen, especially in Missionary Methods: St. Paul's or Ours? (first published
in 1912, reprinted 1960). \0 There was an element of radical rebel in both Allen and Sung,
especially against established missionary practices of their times. Could there be a
connection between Sung and William Taylor's work, Pauline Method of Missionary
Work (c. 1879), through his association with the "holiness" network? Further, John
Sung consistently wore a simple Chinese gown throughout his public ministry, although
Western suits and ties were then very much in vogue for preachers and evangelists. In

10 I have yet to find out if Sung had access to Allen's thoughts. It might be worthwhile to investigate the
connecting points between them since Allen's missiological insights were much advanced in his time.
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fact, many who came to hear him were initially "disappointed" to see a Ph.D. dressed
more like a "country bumpkin" than in proper Western attire.
How did John Sung have such great impact in so brief a time of ministry? What
accounted for John Sung's lasting impact despite the disproportionate brevity of his
work? How could the "folk theologian" in John Sung be an instrumental force in helping
to plant an evangelical Christianity in the Chinese church? It can be easily demonstrated
that Sung's sermons were simple preaching of the gospel message with little
sophistication in theological thinking. Neither was Sung a great Bible exegete, although
all who heard him attested to his great oratorical skills. The great number of people who
were converted or revived through Sung's ministry is significant. It is even more
impressive that Sung's work was a deciding influence in many young Chinese Christians'
commitment to ministry. I think this is particularly striking since Sung had very limited
personal encounter with those whom he deeply influenced. For the most part, many of
these Christians had listened to him only on a few occasions.
Sung became something of an icon to Chinese evangelicalism. His influence
went beyond his immediate and actual ministry during his lifetime. As a scientist with a
Ph.D. degree, he commanded a hearing from Christians and non-Christians alike. For the
non-Christians, his preaching of the Christian gospel had great appeal; for the Christians,
his conviction on the reliability of the Bible and spiritual experiences grounded them in a
New Testament Christianity. A trained scientist with the highest degree obtainable who
yet gave his life sacrificially to proclaim the old-time religion of the Bible appealed to
many at a time when "scientism" was king. Furthermore, most theological schools in
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China were then controlled by Western trained theologians with Modernist leaning (Lian
1997).
Against this background, Sung gave credibility to a finn belief in the Bible and
spiritual experiences. After all, very few of the evangelical Christians in Sung's time had
higher learning beyond high school. In fact, some of the other influential evangelists of
Sung's time, such as Wang Ming Tao (Wang Mingdao), Andrew Gih (Ji Zhiwen), and
Timothy Dzao (Zhao Shiguang) were high school graduates with little or some fonnal
theological training.
I will try to answer this question: Why has John Sung, who was such a pivotal
influence on Chinese Christianity, been slighted by historical scholarship? The answer to
this question may become clear when the above questions are dealt with in detail. It may
shed some light on how mission and church histories are written, or reveal some bias in
scholarly research.
Finally, it is hoped that through this study, we may gain insight from Sung's life
and ministry how a deep-rooted, indigenous, and vibrant faith might be planted. This
will have significant implications to the church and missionary. My hunch is that a
contextualized Christianity cannot be something dreamed or planned out of an academic
setting. Efforts in indigenization among Chinese Christianity in the early twentieth
century dwelled too much on theologizing at the elite level. Theological
contextualization happens when local Christian leaders under the direct leadership of the
Holy Spirit live and serve their particular contexts according to biblical principles,
attesting to the genuineness of the gospel they present.
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Delimitations
This is primarily a biographical study of John Sung's life and ministry and his
impact on the Chinese church. As such, it does not seek to present Sung's theology in
depth or as a complete or coherent system. Since Sung operated much as a "folk
theologian," any attempt to present a coherent system could well be counter-productive,
ifnot futile, and could in fact give a distorted picture of Sung's views.

Theoretical Framework
This study applies the concept of the "excluded middle" to understand John
Sung's effectiveness in his ministry as he engaged the worldview of the Chinese people.
Additionally, I use the approach of "biography as theology" to help understand how
Sung's life and work contributed theologically to the Chinese church in particular and to
the wider church as a whole.
Theory of the Excluded Middle
Paul G. Hiebert pointed out a significant blind spot in the Western worldview. In
his article "The Flaw of the Excluded Middle," Hiebert (1982:35-47) contended that the
two-tier cosmology in Western thinking left out a whole dimension of reality which is
perceived by most non-Western cultures.
This pervasive "excluded middle" manifests itself in Western theology and
missionary training. As such, it exerted a detrimental effect on missionary efforts in
many cross-cultural settings. Hiebert based his finding on personal experience as a
fonner missionary to India. He found a lack in Western theological training to address
the everyday challenges of the Indian culture. In particular, he pointed out his inability to
meet the people's need at the spiritual realm, the excluded middle.
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Hiebert showed that the Church in the West had been greatly influenced by
Platonic Dualism and scientific naturalism. The invisible ultimate realities were
dichotomized from the visible, natural world of daily living. Hiebert contended that this
worldview does not present a full understanding of faith as presented in the Bible.
I will show in Chapter 6 that Hiebert's concept of the "excluded middle" provides
a useful lens to study the life and ministry of John Sung. It will help better understand
why Sung had such great influence in the spread ofa vibrant Christian faith. This study
will expand Hiebert's presentation to a wider application in John Sung's life story within
his context.
It would be hard to prove that Sung was intentional in reaching the Chinese
worldview necessarily. However, his conscientious effort in presenting the biblical
message as relevant to his time was one that found resonance with the Chinese
cosmology. He made the case for a vibrant faith that touched the multi-dimensional
realities of life. This was especially so when Sung, a trained scientist, had to be "reconverted" from a science-only approach to preach the realities portrayed in the Bible.
Biography as Theology
Under the dominance of the Western culture, the Protestant church, especially,
has viewed theology predominantly as propositional for centuries. Yet, true Christian
theologizing must in reality be an ongoing process of what I call reflective praxis, coming
from practice plus reflection as one engages in the world in which one is situated.
Theology that is primarily a formalized code will sooner or later lose its true genius with
the passage of time and changing culture. James W. McClendon (1974; 1990), who
propounds the premise of "biography as theology," gives important insights in seeing
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how theologizing takes shape in a community and how the biography of a sanctified
individual could help shape the theological consciousness in others.
Mission historian Ruth A. Tucker picked up on McClendon's concept to develop
what she called "biography as missiology" (1999). Tucker shows that biography as
missiology is much more practical compared to biography as theology. It focuses
primarily on "how one does mission" (1999:430). Both biography as missiology and
biography as theology, says Tucker, are deeply ingrained with personality and character.
She showcases this by a brief study on the life and ministry of Amy Carmichael, who she
called the "Protestant version of Mother Teresa" (1999:431). Tucker shows the
complexities of life by interspersing two different pictures of Carmichael through the
eyes of Sherwood Eddy and Stephen Neil. Both had working relationships with
Carmichael but came away with vastly different understanding of her and her work,
possibly because of the differences in their own life experiences.
Summary
As mentioned earlier, one of the answers sought in our investigation is why John
Sung, so unpolished in theology and Bible exposition, could have such great impact in
Chinese Christianity. The answer will become obvious as we study Sung's life by
combining the concepts of the "excluded middle" and "biography as theology."
John Sung's ministry was based on his intensive reading of the Bible and his
reliance on the power of the Holy Spirit. His stance on conservative evangelical faith
took on particular importance and exerted great influence on the Chinese church, even to
this day. This in itself is significant given that John Sung was not a trained theologian,
his life was so brief, and that he never founded any organization to carry on his ministry.
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Sung was by no means the only person who engaged in issues relating to the
"excluded middle." However, he was unique in that he was also a trained scientist who
had obtained the highest possible degree in his field. These credentials were well
regarded and indeed respected in the Chinese society, both among the learned and the
illiterate, especially so during Sung's time.
Part of the contribution of this dissertation to the wider missiological community
might be a corrective reminder in how contextualization could be fruitful in a Chinese
context. Contextual theology does not happen at the cultural elite level, although most
who engaged in the study of Chinese indigenization began at the level of the religious
elite. One should pay particular attention to Chinese folk religiosity and address the issue
of the excluded middle. In this postmodern age, the modus operandi in mission in this
sense remains unchanged. Effective Christian witnesses are those who are convinced of
the story and affectively and effectively tell it with their own lives in order to enter the
mind and heart of the hearers, thereby engendering permanent change. This change, as
can be seen in Sung's relatively brief but fruitful labor, is what constituted true Christian
discipleship.
This study will show that John Sung's life and ministry contributed to the shaping
of theology in the Chinese church. Furthermore, the biography of John Sung is of vital
importance to the theologizing process oftoday's church, especially so for Christians in
the Asian context.

Research Methodology
The present study is primarily a biographical investigation based on archival and
published materials as well as oral history collection.
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Library Research
This included research that was done at archive centers and libraries mainly in the
United States, and also at theological libraries in Hong Kong, Malaysia, and Singapore.
Archival Research. Presently, a collection on John Sung is not available in any
archival center. My visits to centers included searching through collections relating to
areas where John Sung served at and missionaries who knew him. The lack of materials
on John Sung was due in part to war conditions during and after Sung's ministry years.
His early demise only compounded the problem. On top of that, many materials were
tragically lost or destroyed during the Cultural Revolution in China.
I have conducted archival research at five centers. These include the Methodist
Archives and History Center of the United Methodist Church in Madison, New Jersey;
Yale Divinity Library in New Haven, Connecticut; the Presbyterian Historical Society in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; the Billy Graham Center in Wheaton, Illinois; and the
Archival Collection of Asbury Theological Seminary in Wilmore, Kentucky. I have also
visited the Burke Library at Union Theological Seminary in New York and other libraries
of theological schools of the Baptist Theological Seminary of Hong Kong, Seminari
Theologi of Malaysia, as well as Singapore Bible College and Trinity Theological
College of Singapore.
The most productive was at the Methodist Archives Center. I found reports of
Sung's ministry in his hometown recorded in the official minutes of annual conferences,
missionary correspondences, and other published materials. Numerous articles about
Sung were published in The China Christian Advocate, an official monthly publication of
the Methodist Episcopal Church and the Methodist Episcopal Church South in China.
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Most of these were reports of Sung's earlier ministry in his home district in Hinghwa
(Xinghua), Fujian. Of greater value were several references to Sung's ministry in
missionary correspondences.
Other archive centers such as Yale Divinity School Library, Presbyterian
Historical Society, and Billy Graham Center also contain materials relating to Sung's
work, although most of these are passing references. The David Adeney Collection at the
latter contains brief interview comments of Adeney on Sung and his widespread
influence.
Also, I conducted newspaper archive research on issues relating to John Sung's
time in America. This included the Newspaper Archive online service and The New York

Times online collection. Also consulted were archived issues of Time magazine, both
published and online versions.
I was able to conduct online researches at the Alliance National Archives of the
Christian and Missionary Alliance Church and the Flower Pentecostal Heritage Center of
the Assemblies of God, USA. These yielded articles from their archived magazines
collection. The search at the Alliance Archives was especially productive, providing
information on John Sung's visits to Vietnam, Makassar, and Ambon in Eastern
Indonesia, and Thailand through reports from missionaries in the respective fields.
Published and Unpublished Literature. This included documents related to John
Sung's life and context, including periodicals on missionary movements from the first
half of the twentieth century. Also consulted were church and organizational
publications.
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There has been little scholarly research on John Sung previously. Some scholars
have touched on his life but relied on secondary sources to make comparative studies.
One of these was done by Chin Cheak Yu (2001) of Claremont School of Theology. She
examined and compared John Sung's teaching and ministry to that of John Wesley, with
a focus on the centrality of the Holy Spirit in Christian education. This research is
beneficial in showing how Sung's outlook on ministry had been shaped by the Methodist
holiness tradition as well as areas of divergence influenced by contextual elements in the
landscape of Chinese religiosity. However, Yu's research primarily relied on the
published version of Sung's diaries and other secondary resources. Being a comparative
study, it lacks the depth of careful research. Yu's work also shows her lack of familiarity
with the historical context of the Chinese church. Important resources for consultation
were missed, such as the works of Lam (1980) and Lee (1988) that touch particularly on
the theological landscape of the Chinese church as well as Christian revivalism during
Sung's time.
Another dissertation that touched on John Sung is a Doctor of Missiology
dissertation from Fuller (Lee 1985). Lee studies church leadership patterns in the
Chinese church by comparing and contrasting four prominent Chinese leaders, namely
Watchman Nee, John Sung, David Yang, and Wang Mingdao. Besides this, there is a
Th.M. thesis done at Southern Baptist Theological Seminary (Gwo 1982) that deals with
indigenous Chinese preaching with a focal critique on John Sung. Both these works
relied on secondary sources and were written before the availability of Sung's published
diaries.
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John Sung's name comes up here and there in published reports of various
organizations. Recent studies by Bays (1993, 1997) as well as Chan and Hunter (1993)
gave coverage to Sung's ministry as well as providing some bibliographic materials.
There are reports of Sung's ministry in some Holiness journals in the 1930s at the
B. L. Fisher Library of Asbury Theological Seminary. Other important sources in the
same library include The Chinese Recorder, The World Missionary Outlook, The Chinese
Christian Yearbooks, The International Review of Missions, as well as a collection of

Chinese periodicals in microfilm collected in the ATLA series.
Interviews and Oral History Collection
I have personally met and interviewed some whose lives have been touched and
changed by John Sung's ministry. Most of them attested to Sung's lasting impact in their
Christian commitment. For example, Thomas Wang, a prominent figure in the
worldwide Lausanne movement and former Chairman of the AD2000 Movement, as well
as founding president of the Great Commission International, traced his conversion
experience to Sung's powerful preaching in Beijing in 1932. I also interviewed Dr.
Timothy Lin, former president of China Evangelical Seminary, Taipei. Dr. Lin had
previously served with the Bethel Mission and Andrew Gih's Evangelize China
Fellowship. These interviews were conducted wholly or mostly in Chinese.
I have interviewed John Sung's daughter, Song Tian-Zhen, on three different
occasions in Brooklyn, New York. II She is the second daughter of John Sung and edited

II

Interviews conducted in 2000, 2004, and 2006.
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and published his diary in Chinese in 1995. This edition was updated and republished in
2006, and translated into English in 2008. 12
I have also conducted personal interviews with persons related to or who were
impacted by John Sung in China, Malaysia, and Singapore. In China, I visited Sung's
hometown, Putian, as well as other cities in Fujian such as Xiamen and Zhangzhou. All
were centers of Sung's numerous visits. I also visited with those impacted by John
Sung's ministries in Sitiawan and Singapore, including one of Sung's nieces, who is
daughter of John Sung's uncle.

Review of Related Literature
Central to my review of literature was the aim of gaining a clear picture of John
Sung's life and ministry. To this end, I review important books, articles, and dissertation
research that are relevant to my research. Besides the works of Sung, which were mostly
transcriptions of his sermons, I also dealt with works that touched on Sung's work
directly or indirectly, as well as other literature that provided contextual and interpretive
frameworks for this research.

12 The English translation was lucid and clear and provides a good source to the English readers.
Unfortunately, many facts, including names of missionaries and institutions were transliterated from
Chinese to Romanized Pinyin so that some of the important details were unclear, a fact acknowledged by
the translator. For example, missionary Mrs. Elizabeth Brewster was rendered as "Pu" (60, 62, 64-65).
Persons unfamiliar with Chinese and Sung's life would have taken this to be a Chinese person. James P.
Leynse of Beijing was translated as "Linson" (111-112, 209,211). More serious are "forced" translations
based on what the words sound like in Chinese, such as "Ashley Church" (209, 300-301), which should be
"Asbury Church;" and "Stein" (190,192,194), which should be "W. G. Smith." Secondly, the English
translation was apparently published without careful editing. Some facts and names were misprinted and
do not reflect what was in the Chinese version. An example: "Li Xian Xing" (227, 235) and "Le Xing
Xian" (223) should be "Li Xing Xian,'· which was correctly translated in other places (224, 227, 234, 236).
William E. Schubert was correctly named in most instances, but translated as "Shu Bang Duo" (Schubert'S
adopted Chinese name) at least once (43). Incidentally, the correct Romanized Pinyin for Schubert's name
should be "Su Bangduo."
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Sung's Own Works
The most significant resource is the published Chinese diary of John Sung (Song
1995), which was republished two years ago (Song 2006).13 An English translation, The

Journal Once Lost (Song 2008), is also available. Sung was disciplined in keeping his
daily journal, often spending hours each night recording events and thoughts of that day.
Providentially, those volumes were kept intact when they were confiscated and locked in
a storage area by the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution. This certainly is
remarkable, given the fact that the Red Guards had a bent for destroying all religious
publications, even cultural relics. Equally "miraculous" was how they were returned to
the family almost accidentally (Song 2006:xvi-xviii; 2008:xxi-xxiv). Currently, the
original diaries are in the safekeeping of the family and not available to me. I do have
access to John Sung's diary from February to April, 1927, written in English during the
early part of his stay at Bloomingdale Hospital in New York. This yielded valuable
information previously not available.
Two other important works are Sung's autobiographical accounts My Testimon/ 4
(first published 1932) and Review of My MinistryY The first is an account of Sung's life
from childhood to the beginning of his successful ministry with the Bethel Mission of
China in the early 1930s. It contains his experience in America during the 1920s and his
calling and preparation for ministry. The latter is primarily a reflection of Sung's own
ministry from 1931 up to 1938, recounting God's work through him in various parts of

13 The published diary in its various publications was a compilation work mainly by Sung's daughter,
Tianzhen Song. Although based mostly on Sung's diary entries and his narrated accounts, the compiler
also consulted works of Lyall, Tow, and Schubert, among others (Song 1995:xviii; Song 2006:xix).
14 An English translation fIrst appeared in 1936 (Sung 1936). It was revised and republished in Hong Kong
(Sung 1977).
15 Review of My Ministry was narrated in 1938, but due to the war situation was published much later in
Singapore. in the 1960s.
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China and Southeast Asia. It is the self-reflection of a more matured Sung at the height
of his ministry. The detailed accounts of his ministry in places he visited suggest that
Sung probably was drawing upon his diaries as he narrated this volume to his assistant.
Together with the published diary, these works are precious as one seeks to get a clearer
understanding of Sung's thoughts and ministry. There are shorter versions of Sung's
conversion testimony and experience, including the one collected in Into God's Family,
edited by Andrew Gih (Sung 1937a:54-61).
Aside from the above, there are several volumes in Chinese of sermon collections
of John Sung, two of which were translated into English by Timothy Tow. Fortunately,
the places and dates were given, helpful for evaluating the development and growth in
Sung's life and thoughts. The dates range from 1932 to 1938. Most of the recorded
sermons and Bible expositions were conducted during special meetings attended by
several thousand people at a time. Hence, they contained the core of Sung's teaching that
contributed to the revival movement in China during that time and in tum had great
impact in the following years.
Between 1941 and 1943, John Sung led daily devotional meetings and family
services. Out of these were produced several volumes of devotional messages and
illustrations, some of which are told in story form. Here again are numerous reflections
on his life and ministry. However, most of these were not published until the 1980s
because of the chaotic wartime situations in the 1940s and subsequent regime change
since 1949. These were compiled by Sung's eldest daughter, Song Tian Ying. The chief
value of these volumes lies in their reflective nature.
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Historical Works
The short span of John Sung's life occurred during one of the most tumultuous
times in the history of China. It is essential for the researcher to be immersed as much as
possible in the contextual structure of Sung's time. Immanuel Hsu' s scholarly work The
Rise 0/ Modern China (1975) gives an in-depth understanding of the political and cultural
dynamics at play in the republican years from the perspective of a Chinese historian.
Equally helpful is Jonathan Spence's book The Search/or Modern China (1990).
Spence presents a well-documented history of China, drawing extensively from the
wealth of original sources which have become more readily available during recent years.
Both Hsu and Spence provide valuable insights on the changing political landscapes after
the 1911 revolution and the rise of nationalism, the conflicts between the Nationalist
government and Communist groups, and later the Japanese invasion of China. All of
these had great impact on the life of the Chinese church. From the works of Hsu and
Spence, it is evident that John Sung's ministry within the bracketed period of 1928 to
1939 came at a most opportune time for widespread revivals and the effectiveness of
Sung's work. Victor Purcell's The Chinese in Southeast Asia (1965) covers the history of
the overseas Chinese community in the region. As such, it provides a picture into which
John Sung's ministry can be placed during the latter part of the 1930s.
On the side of church history in China, Latourette's monumental work A History
o/Christian Missions in China (1929) is indispensable for understanding the history of
mission expansion in the country. Its limitation, however, lies in its approach from the
history of mission perspective; it thus lacks a Chinese interpretation of the church's
history. Further, Latourette's work was published before the time of Sung's widespread
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ministry in China, although Latourette recognized John Sung as a "remarkable
evangelist" and "one of the striking fruits of the Holy Spirit.,,16 Fairbanks edited
volume, Missionary Enterprise in China and America (1974), discusses important issues
of cultural and theological interactions between American missionaries and the Chinese
people. However, it also comes across as predominantly Western and missionary
oriented in its.approach. Wang (1998, revised version of Wang 1959) provides a
panoramic view of Chinese church history but consistently neglects the conservative
wing of Chinese Christianity. Baker (1947) and Lacy (1948) are two important works
recording the history of the Methodist mission in China, helpful to understanding John
Sung's upbringing in a Methodist parsonage and his first three years of service with the
Hinghwa Conference in Fujian.
Some of the recent works and various articles by Daniel Bays (1993, 1995, 1996)
present a more objective understanding of the Chinese church. Bays gives scholarly
attention to the much neglected side of Chinese Christianity during the first half of the
twentieth century, namely that of the independent church movement, which was
theologically conservative.
Several recent works provide important insights in the study of Chinese church
history. Of particular importance is that of Chan and Hunter (1993), which detailed how
the "Christianity fever" of the 1980s had close links to the kind of theology espoused by
conservative Christians before the 1949 revolution. Lambert (1991), Adeney (1985), and
Lyall (1985), all keen observers of the Chinese church, provide another perspective on
the same subjects. Moses Yu's memoir (1998) contains important first-hand insights ofa
16 Latourette wrote this in the "Foreword" to David Bentley-Taylor's book, The Weathercock's Reward:
Christian Progress in Muslim Java (1967). However, due probably to a misprint, John Sung was
mistakenly placed in the post-World War II era (Bentley-Taylor 1967 :vii-viii).
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Chinese Christian on God's work in China in the years leading up to 1949. It covers
mostly the growth and expansion of the evangelical churches. Several references were
made to John Sung's widespread ministry and impact.
Since this study will put some focus on Sung's impact in Singapore, it is
important to consult Sng (1980) and Hunt (1992) for historical developments in the
Christian church there. Some works on Christian history in other Southeast Asian nations
also touched on Sung's ministry. These include, but are not limited to, Smith (1980)
about Thailand, Koch (1970) on Indonesia, and Tong (1961) on Taiwan.
Works on Theological Developments
Chinese church historian Wing Hung Lam's book, A Half Century of Chinese
Theology 1900-1949 (1998), provides a comprehensive overview on theological

developments in the Chinese church during this very fruitful period. It shows how
Chinese Christians theologized as they interacted with the dynamics changing sociopolitical scenes. The value of this work is found in its inclusive treatment and analysis of
both the liberal and conservative Christians during this fermenting period of theologizing.
It is very useful in sorting out how theological differences developed, which in tum had
significant impact in the life of Chinese Church. Its extensive use of original Chinese and
English sources is especially helpful.
The dissertations of Ling (1981) and Chao (1986b) trace and analyze the activities
of the mainline churches in response to widespread anti-Christian sentiments in China.
Shaw (1979) dwells on the same theme but highlights the response of Chinese
intellectuals toward Christianity during the same period of time. Enlarging on these,
Hsing (1996) and Lian (1997) show how the social gospel movement swept through most
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of the elite Christian institutions in China, as both missionaries and well-educated
Chinese Christians came under the influence of Modernist theology, thereby changing
their approach to ministry.
Theological controversy involving the Fundamentalist-Modernist conflict had a
significant impact in the Chinese church as well as on John Sung's thought. It is
important to understand how this conflict played out in America as well as in China.
Marsden (1980) and Szasz (1982) provide a clear picture of the root and nature of this
controversy. Hutchison (1987) shows how this had an effect on the mission fields.
Hsing (1996), Lian (1997), and Yao (2003) show how the controversy changed the
theological landscape of the Chinese church during the 1920s and onwards.
Theology of revival is an important venue for investigation. Since John Sung was
a key figure in the revival movement in China, it is important to be acquainted with the
history of revival, both in the international and national scenes. Orr's study on the impact
of twentieth century revivals (1973) and Eastern Asia (1975) provide a bird's-eye view
on the development of revivals in and outside of China. Riss' (1988) survey of revival
movement in America gives a clear picture of the missionary dynamics of revival
movement, which had an impact in Chinese Christianity in the earlier part of the 20 th
century. Blumhofer and Balmer (1993) give scholarly attention to the context of
international revivalism, with particular attention to the British and American scene.
Also helpful are Synan's survey on the Holiness-Pentecostal tradition (1997) and
Dayton's analysis on the theological roots of Pentecostalism (1987). They provide a
historical framework as well as the international context to understanding the different
streams of influence in John Sung's life and ministry.
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On the China scene, Lee's dissertation (1988) gives comprehensive coverage on
the theology of revival and the attempt of the Chinese to bring about vitality in their
Christian faith, both in the mainline denominations and in the independent churches.
Yu's work (1998), as mentioned above, adds an eye-witness's account of the revival
taking place at that time. Monsen (1961) and Carlberg (1936) also give first-hand reports
from various centers in China on the ongoing revivals. Brewster's careful report on what
was known later as the Hinghwa Pentecost (1909) gives a clear picture of the revival
experienced by John Sung at his tender age of eight, which can be shown to have had a
long lasting impact throughout his whole life. Lovelace (1979) and Snyder (1996)
provide interpretive frameworks to critique the vitality of Chinese revivalism.
It could be fruitful to apply Wallace's theory on revitalization movements (1956)

when analyzing the revival movements of China. Wallace's study sheds much light from
a socio-anthropological perspective on how the unsettled time in China was most
conducive to revivalism, and how John Sung could be such a prophetic figurehead to so
many people.
Biographical Works on Sung and Other Relevant Personalities
Lyall's work (1956, 1964), first published in 1954, is still one of the most
comprehensive biographies of John Sung in the English speaking world. It was based on

My Testimony by Sung and the author's interviews and research. It contains reflections
and observations of many missionaries on John Sung's ministry. Schubert's (1973)
shorter volume is helpful in providing an inner glimpse of the person and ministry of
Sung. Tow (1985) gives a first-hand account of Sung's ministry and impact in Singapore
and Malaya. Otherwise, the biographical record in Tow'S work is more a rehash of
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works by Lyall, Schubert, and other published works of Sung. Liu's (1995) revised
volume from an earlier edition (1962) is the most widely read biography of Sung among
the Chinese reading audience. It consulted works from many Chinese sources as well as
the work of Lyall. Besides this, Liu compiled his miscellaneous findings of Sung which
are not included in the biography in another volume, Anecdotes and Sayings ofJohn Sung
(1967). As can be seen, most of these biographical works on Sung were written for
audiences of the previous generation. Su (1961) is a smaller volume by a Chinese pastor
whose life had been impacted by John Sung. Cha's biographies on notable Chinese
Christians (1983) include a chapter on John Sung.
In a biographical study on John Sung, it is fruitful to consult biographies of other
key figures around the same period of time. Watchman Nee and Wang Mingdao, peers
of Sung as all three were born within one or two years apart, were the subject of several
research and biographical studies in recent years. The studies of Lam (1982, 1985),
Kinnear (1973), Lee (1989), and Lyall (1973) provide the context and theological
interpretation of Nee and Wang. Harvey's work on Wang Mingdao (2002) highlighted
the important contribution of conservative Christians to the marvelous growth and vitality
of the Chinese Church under Communist rule. Lam"s study on ecumenical statesman T.
C. Chao (1994) also shed much light in understanding Christian thought during Sung's
life time. Armitage's biography on Adeney (1994) is helpful in providing contextual
understanding of the conservative wing of Christianity in China during the 1930s to the
1950s.
There are several works that report on and/or critique Sung's ministry. Gwo's
Th.M. Thesis (1982) provided a helpful critique on John Sung's preaching, especially on
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his neglect of the social dimension of the Chinese church. Leung focused on Sung's
influential teaching on "rebirth" (1995) and the pervasive influence of revivalists in the
Chinese church (1999). Both articles provide careful critique on Sung's teaching. From
earlier works, Abbot (1933) and Moncrieff (1935, 1937) evaluated the revival movement,
with careful attention to Sung's ministry, and provided objective critiques from a
mainline position. From the Pentecostal perspective, there is an interesting article that
criticized Sung's understanding of Spirit baptism (Wang 1933).
Archival and Other Materials
Despite his widespread influence, there is very little archival collection on John
Sung. One explanation is due possibly to the fact that Sung did not found any institution
and had worked independently most of the time.
There is a collection of publications by Bethel Mission of China, with which John
Sung was associated when he began his evangelistic tour of the country. Bethel
published an annual report entitled Bethel Heart Throbs, which detailed quite extensively
the work of the Bethel Evangelistic Band. In the Methodist Archive Center are also
records of William Schubert, who had a close relationship with Sung. Some of
Schubert's newsletters were kept in his folder, which contained ministry news of John
Sung to his American audience. Schubert's unpublished memoir (1983) and audio
recording were also consulted.
John Sung's name came up in a few missionary correspondences in Special
Collections of Yale Divinity School Library and Billy Graham Center Archives. Some of
these provide good sources of first-hand reporting on Sung's effectiveness and influence
in areas where he visited.
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Along with these, there are missionary memoirs and autobiographies which give a
glimpse into the time and ministry of John Sung. Since many are missionary
reminiscences, it is necessary to be careful in utilizing these sources. There is a tendency
of misreporting facts and misinterpretations, especially when one recollects past
experiences without any written documentation such as journals or newsletters to rely on.
lt is understandable since some of these are memoirs of retired missionaries in their old

age. One glaring example was a missionary who reported that Sung was the oldest
brother in the famous (or infamous) Soong family related to General Chiang Kai Shek
(Romig et al. 1993:77).

The Chinese Recorder, an important missionary journal published from 1867 to
1941, is a good source for understanding the Chinese church around Sung's time. There
are several reports and critiques of Sung's ministry as well. Besides this, China Christian

Yearbook and China Yearbook in the 1930s are also important in providing further
understanding of the strength of the Christian church. In China Christian Yearbook
especially, there are articles analyzing the success of the revival movements, which
include substantial coverage of Sung's ministry. Briefreferences to John Sung were
made by Chinese delegates to the International Missionary Council (!MC) Meeting in
Tambaram, India in 1938. The analysis from those with Modernist theological leanings
provided a good objective understanding of the movement as a whole.
The B. L. Fisher Library of Asbury Seminary holds a collection of Chinese
periodicals in microfilms, mainly from 1900s to the 1960s. Most were publications of the
Chinese YMCA and China Council of Churches, along with a few conservative
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Christians. They provide important background understanding of the context of Sung's
time as well as the struggles of the Christian church during that time.
Other publications frequently reporting on the church in China during the 1930s
include The Pentecostal Herald, The International Review of Missions, and The

Missionary Review of the World. George Ridout of Asbury College, corresponding editor
of The Pentecostal Herald, ministered and stayed with the Bethel Mission of China for a
while, reported on the China scene, and on Sung's ministry in the holiness publication.

In various anniversary publications of Chinese churches in Southeast Asia are
numerous Christian testimonies which tell of John Sung's influential ministries. Several
preachers and key leaders were deeply impacted by Sung in their commitment in
Christian service. Also, the Singapore Evangelistic League founded in the 1930s chiefly
due to Sung's impact still carries out regular meetings. Its publications contain a great
number of references to Sung's ministry in Singapore during the late 1930s.
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CHAPTER 2

The China Context of John Sung's Life and Ministry

John Sung's short life (1901-1944) spanned some of the most tumultuous years in
China's modem history. Born at the twilight of the last imperial dynasty in China, Sung
grew up witnessing revolutionary uprisings, formation of a new republic, political
upheavals, and major cultural shifts. On top of that, the world Sung lived in was
engulfed in two major wars that greatly impacted human history. When he died on the
outskirts of occupied Beijing in 1944, China was still under the thick cloud of World War
II, with a sizeable part of its land under Japanese control.
Swift changes and uncertainties were two constants confronting the world that
shaped and molded John Sung. It is important to study Sung's life and ministry in light
of the cross currents of change during his time. This context provides a lens whereby
Sung's life can be interpreted and understood. This chapter will mainly sketch the
sociopolitical and theological landscapes of early twentieth century China that had a
direct bearing on the present study. It will briefly trace the outline of Chinese history
with particular focus on how the church fared during this period.
For China, the first fifty years of the twentieth century were scarred with national
cnses. A Chinese saying, "neiyou waihuan" (internal worries and external strivings),
aptly describes the situation. Politically, it means struggles from within and attacks from
without. Or, it could also mean a state of internal troubles while besieged by external
forces.
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A new republic built on democratic ideas was birthed through revolution in 1911.
From within, power struggles and ideological conflicts ensued that led to a civil war.
And from without, an all-out invasion and occupation by Japan engulfed the nation in
turmoil.

Sociopolitical Changes in Early Twentieth-Century China
Although history books trace the birth of modem China to the Revolution of
1911, in reality, the new China was never unified during much of the first half of the
twentieth century. When the last emperor of the Qing Dynasty abdicated the throne in
1912, the country was totally fragmented and ruled by rival entities. As the Nationalist
revolutionaries tried to establish rule in the South under Sun Zhongshan (Sun Yat-Sen),
Beijing, the traditional Capital, was tossed between factional military powers led by
powerful warlords. 17 The situation was so chaotic that there were six different presidents
and twenty-five successive cabinets between 1912 and 1928 (Ebrey 1996:267). After the
1911 revolution, there were two failed attempts to set up a monarchy, first by General
Yuan Shi -Kai in 1916 and then by supporters of the overthrown Qing Dynasty in 1917
(Hsu 1975:579-585; Spence 1990:281-283). Needless to say, the nation was in chaos,
with military campaigns waging and alliances forging and breaking up.
Chinese historian Immanuel Hsu describes the early years of new China as among
the worst in history, one "characterized by moral degradation, monarchist movements,
warlordism, and intensified foreign imperialism" (Hsu 1975:595).

17 Chinese historian Immanuel Hsu classified the years between 1916 to 1927 as "Period of Warlord ism,"
the darkest period in republican history of new China. Hsu comments, "The warlords fought against each
other for power and self-aggrandizement without any sense, logic, or reason" (Hsu 1975: 584; see also
Fairbank 1987: 180-81).
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On the political scene, relative calm and peace finally came in 1927 after the
success of the Northern Expedition (1926-1927). This refers to the joint military
campaign made up of Chinese Nationalist (Guomindang) and Communist forces to
consolidate the nation against feudalism, imperialism, and warlordism (Spence 1990:323374). The army marched northward from Guangdong (Canton) on July 27, 1926.
However, the united front set up by the Nationalist and Chinese Communist Party
broke apart right after the successful campaign. The result was the purging of leftist
element from the Nationalist government and the forced retreat of the weakened
Communist members to mountainous hideouts of rural Jiangxi Province (Fairbank
1992:279-86; Hsu 1975:629-39).
Further, the Nationalist Party (Guomindang, or Kuomintang) went through
reorganization in 1928 when political and military powers was further stabilized,
although internal strife in the higher political echelon continued incessantly. Now,
China, at least the greater part of it, was united under Chiang Kai-shek (Hsu 1975:658).
However, the peace within the country was short lived, as the dark cloud of the
Second World War was rising ominously. Japan launched an all-out aggression against
China in 1937 and occupied much of the country until the end of World War II in 1945.
The brief period of peace from 1927 to 1937 dovetailed perfectly with John Sung's return
from America and the beginning of his nation-wide ministry. 18
China's Love-Hate Relationship with the West
The 1911 revolution that overthrew China's two-thousand-year-old imperial
system was guided by democratic aspirations. It attested to the decided influence of
18 The years bracketed by 1927 and 1937 were commonly referred to as the "Golden Decade" in China
under the Nationalist government. It was a time of relative peace and growth although political strivings
continued in certain regions of the nation.
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Western thinking in the fonnerly enclosed land. This was a new experience which
amounted to a total rebellion against authority in the Confucian system. The intellectual
youths of that generation, many of whom were beneficiaries of Western education
introduced by Christian missionaries, rose to make known their opinions.
However, the new Republic of China inherited from the Qing Dynasty a much
weakened and fragmented nation. China was divided internally and vulnerable to
invasion by external powers. Drastic measures had to be taken to bring about changes in
the country. The general feeling among young intellectuals was for the new nation to
fully accept the recent advances in science and technology, following the footsteps of the
Western superpowers.
Here was a new nation seeking her identity while foreign powers held on to their
territorial rights in the international settlements. Eight foreign nations occupied prime
real estate in major coastal cities with extra-territoriality rights. 19 Such a big contingent
of foreigners, and especially the presence of missionaries all over China, reminded the
Chinese of their own weakness and impotence. By 1920, there were nearly 10,000
foreign missionaries in China?O Nationalism and patriotism mixed with a sense of
humiliation fennented powerful sentiments, especially when they possessed the minds
and hearts of youthful intellectuals. That the immediate outcome of nationalism should
be a full blown anti-foreignism should not be surprising at all. The irony is evident. The
19 Extraterritoriality was the exception granted to foreign nationals in China from having to be tried under
the Chinese law. This came as a result of treaties the Qing Dynasty signed in 1844 after her humiliating
defeat in the Opium War (Hsu 1975:244-45; Lian 1997:7). This opening up of the Chinese doorto
foreigners provided freedom to engage in missionary work in the interior. It will also become a costly price
exerted on Christian mission, one that continued to plagued the cause of Christianity in Chinese societies
for years to come. Until today, there persists the notion that missionaries were imperialistic agents of the
affluent West, who came together with the gunboats and big cannons to exploit the Chinese people and
destroy the Chinese culture.
20 Reportedly, there were 6,636 Protestant missionaries in 1919 and nearly 3,000 Catholic missionaries in
1920 (Fairbank 1983:167-169).
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Chinese intellectuals embraced Western learning and scientific knowledge
wholeheartedly but were deeply resentful of the West for the perceived exploitation and
cultural encroachments.
Conflicts of Ideologies: Democracy versus Communism
In 1912, the Republic of China was founded on democratic principles, led by the
Nationalist government. For a while, a Western form of democracy looked most
appealing. The Christian church and missionary enterprise were looked on favorably.
This was most evident at the turn of the twentieth century, particularly after the Boxers
were crushed by the international alliance force and the humiliation of the Qing court in
the aftermath of the international debacle. The Qing government was forced to sign the
Boxer Protocol, a formal treaty that required among others, the payment of about US$333
million as indemnity for damages to foreign life and property.21
Openness to Western learning and to Christianity waxed through the founding of
the Republic of China but waned significantly after World War One. While the change
was due to multiple factors, one discernable factor was that China became the ground of
contention between Western democracy and Soviet socialism soon after her founding.
Chinese intellectuals also opened wide the door to learn from China's immediate
neighbors, including Russia. The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 in Russia had a
significant impact on the political stage of China. Communist ideology flowed freely
into China from its northern neighbor. While many intellectuals looked to "democracy"
as a solution to the many-faceted national problems, some were looking to the
Communist ideals for help. The birth of the Chinese Communist Party in 1921 was a

21 The $333 Million indemnity fund was an extraordinarily large sum in 1901. Reportedly, the federal
budget of the United States for that year was $590 Million (F. Hsu 1981:473).
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significant turn in the history of modem China, and later led to open conflicts with the
Nationalist Party (the Guomindang) during the mid-1920s through the 1930s. This
resulted in the existence of the "Two Chinas" after 1949. The rise of Chinese
Communism impacted Christianity significantly from the start, as will be elaborated in
the next section.
The New Culture Movement
Also commonly known as the May Fourth Movement or Chinese Renaissance
Movement (Yang 1970:363), the New Culture Movement became a rallying call for a
collective demonstration of nationalism. On May 4, 1919, a huge gathering of students in
Beijing demonstrated against the Treaty of Versailles, which in part endorsed the
Japanese seizure of the province of Shandong, transferring to the Japanese all privileges
formerly accorded to the Germans. This event led to a vast movement of nationwide
demonstrations, and symbolically captured the rise of nationalistic feeling among the
youth. The ultimate concern was for China to be independent and strong. The goals of
the movement, notes Ebrey, were "nationalism, patriotism, progress, science, democracy,
and freedom while the imperialism, feudalism, warlordism, autocracy, patriarchy, and
blind adherence to tradition were the enemies" (1996:271).
C. K. Yang points out,
After a half-century of collective attempt to decipher the secret of Western power
and superiority, the Chinese intellectuals at the close of World War I concluded
that science and democracy were the twin keys to Western civilization. On these
two factors rested the whole theme of the epoch-making Chinese Renaissance
movement, which gave a new orientation to the development of the social order in
China. (1970:363-364)
The movement led on to a national campaign against foreign imperialism, which
lasted throughout the 1920s (Lian 1997:12). There was now a growing disenchantment
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toward Western powers, especially those perceived as having made concessions to Japan
on China's loss.
The New Culture Movement rallied the intellectuals' call for a modernized China
in the pursuit of democratic ideals and technological advancements. The champions of
the movement argued convincingly that major transformation in China was in order if she
was to become independent and advanced. Fully schooled in humanist ideas of the
European Enlightenment paradigm, Chinese intellectuals even challenged the deeprooted traditional values built on Confucianism (Chow 1960:300-313). They viewed
science and religion as opposing entities, one based on skepticism and empiricism, the
other on faith and non-empirical revelation.
"Mr. Science" and "Mr. Democracy" were two appellations commonly referred
to by the Westernized Chinese intellectuals (Lian 1997: 12). In a mood of democracy, all
opinions were vocalized. Intellectuals felt that technological advancement built on
science was the key to pull China out of her debilitated state. Everything within the
culture must come under the scrutiny of science. These intellectuals, having bought
heavily into Western humanistic ideals and the philosophy of the Enlightenment,
generally attacked religion as superstitious and denied the existence of ghosts, spirits, and
the immortality of soul (Chow 1960:320). Religion was seen as the antithesis of modern
advancement, and thus to be shunned at all costs. Confucianism, viewed as promoting
feudalism and bureaucratic hierarchy, was equally attacked as a main cause of China's
backwardness.
While all religions were shunned as hindrance to China's aspiration to modernize,
the Christian church faced the brunt of the attack. The Christian religion was frequently
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equated with imperialism and viewed as mere superstition, both of which were chief
enemies of Chinese nationalism and progress. This development gave impetus to the
anti-Christian and anti-religion movement so prevalent in the 1920s, which will be the
main subject in the next section.
Summary
As China sought to modernize herself in the troubling years of the early republic,
swift changes swept through the political and cultural landscapes. While the dynamics of
the multifaceted change are beyond the scope of this study, it suffices to note that change
was a constant in the national life of China and thus also of the Chinese church in this
turbulent period. The Chinese church weathered very challenging storms due in part to
the sociopolitical upheavals, and in part to internal conflicts that cut a divide in the
church.

The Chinese Church in the Early Republican Years
The Great Century of Protestant Missions had significant impact on the land of
China. 22 The arrival of Robert Morrison in China in 1807 turned a new leaf for the
worldwide missionary movement. China, the most populous nation with an ancient
civilization, epitomized the greatest challenge for the fulfillment of the Great
Commission. China became known as the "darling of the Protestant mission" (Bosch
1991 :458). As the century rolled on, droves of missionaries from Europe and America
descended on the Middle Kingdom.

22 Latourette (1929:232) describes the time between 1815 and 1914 as the heyday of Westem imperialism
and colonialism. The dates are set between the wars of the French Revolution and the outbreak of World
War I. Latourette attributed Protestant mission success in large measure to the success in industrialization
and the relative peace within the lands of Europe. The European powers were fueled with wealth and had a
heart for adventurous explorations, particularly the British, Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish, German, Italian,
French, and Belgian people.
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China's humiliating defeat in the Opium War (1839-42) was perhaps the turning
point for the Christian missionary movement among the Chinese. Five treaty ports were
opened to foreign trade,23 and foreigners were granted extraterritoriality, while Hong
Kong was ceded to the British until 1997. This greatly facilitated the growth of
missionary activities, though the linking of missionaries with gunboats would become a
lamentable perception of Christianity for the Chinese in later years.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, the missionary enterprise witnessed
great progress after almost a century oflabor. Donald MacGillivray (1907:668) showed
that the number of Protestant Christian church members grew from 37,000 in 1889 to
178,000 in 1906, showing a phenomenal growth of 381 % in 17 years. Reportedly there
were more than 250,000 Protestant communicants by the year 1914 (Latourette 1965:83).
Jonathan Chao (1986b:48) also documents the remarkable growth of Chinese Christian
workers, from 6,954 in 1905 to 16,708 in 1923. The hard labor of missionaries during
the nineteenth century had in fact borne fruit with the coming of age of the Chinese
Church.
Short-lived Optimism
The years bracketed by 1900 and 1920 could be described truly as the "golden
age" for the growth of Christianity in China (Leung 1997:212). Between these years,
there was a fourfold increase in church membership in the nation, from 95,943 to 366,534
(Leung 1997:240). The Boxer Uprising in 1900 marked a great turning point, especially
in the Chinese attitude to Western ideas.

23 Initial treaties were with Britain, United States, and France. Other nations also claimed similar rights
later (Spence 1999: 163).
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Prior to 1900, the prevailing attitude was one of distinct anti-foreignism.
However, the debacle of the Boxers Uprising and its humiliating failure fully awakened
the Chinese intellectuals to the superiority of Western science. Two important events
resulted, namely the abolition of the longstanding civil examination and the political
revolution that resulted in the new republic. Both events bore special relevance to the
Christian mission movement in China.

In 1905, the centuries-old civil examination system was abolished (Spence
1990:237). This was recognition that the ancient educational system was totally
incompatible with the modem age of science. The vacuum of a viable education system
created an unparalleled opportunity for missionary agencies. Chinese began turning to
mission schools to provide the Western educational system as a replacement of the
former one. The Western form of education was accepted as a pragmatic and effective
means of improving the society, especially in the areas of sanitation, anti-smoking, antigambling, land reform, anti-footbinding, and equality between the sexes. Westernization
was concretized in real life in terms of tangible and real benefits the people could receive.
When the new Republic of China was founded in 1912, it was based upon a
slightly indigenized version of Western democracy. Moreover, some of the revolutionary
figures were the fruit of mission schools, as noted earlier. Chief among these was Dr.
Sun Zhongshan (Sun Yat-Sen), the Father of Modem China, who became the first
provisional president of the nation.
Mission agencies that had a heart for China must have been excited at the
prospect of a fruitful future. With the Chinese people looking to the West for ideas to
build up a modem China, what a window of opportunity had opened! Fueled by the
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excitement and optimism of the Edinburgh World Missionary Conference of 1910, with
the motto of "Evangelization of the World in this Generation," missionaries felt that
China must, and it seemed could, be won to Christ after all.
In the late nineteenth century, Christianity was rejected because of its foreignness.

Chinese in general boycotted everything imported, and thus rejected Christianity as a
Western religion. However, in the early 1900s, the Chinese turned favorably to
everything foreign and imported. Now, Christianity was accepted precisely because it
was "Western" (Leung 1997:214). The "trinity of industry, Christianity, and
democracy," commented John King Fairbank (1987:127), was most appealing to
reformed-minded Chinese as the secret behind Western power. Therefore, acceptance of
Western ideas, including "Western" Christianity, was seen as the means to save China.
This held true especially among the educated elite of Chinese society. Many of
these were trained in missionary schools or were sent to study at higher learning
institutions in America. Interestingly, even many leaders within the fledgling Chinese
Communist Party had studied Christianity carefully. One of its key founders, Chen
Duxiu, had befriended Pearl S. Buck, Nobel Prize Laureate and one-time missionary with
the Presbyterian Board (Lian 1997:113).
However, such a golden window of opportunity for Christianity in China was
short-lived. The fledgling church was soon besieged by external and internal forces that
threatened her existence in a swift-changing society.
Challenges to Christianity
Chinese intellectuals swiftly took on the mindset of the Enlightenment Paradigm
at the beginning of the twentieth century, as has been noted. The Western influence

47

grounded in rationalistic humanism was ever present. Prominent figures such as British
agnostic thinker Bertrand Russell and the American pragmatic educator John Dewey
were welcome guests in China during the pivotal years of 1919-1921. Both travelled
extensively in China and lectured at important education institutions. 24
Bertrand Russell travelled in China extensively in 1920 and 1921 and was an
influential and well-liked speaker among Chinese Youths (Spence 1990:305). He once
told his Chinese audience, "White men have gone to China with three motives: to fight,
to make money, and to convert the Chinese to our religion," and that religion stultified
social and individual development and stood as a barrier to the progress of scientific
truth. According to Yang, his ideas helped stimulate nationalism and science and acted
as deterrent to religion in general and against the Christian faith in particular (Yang
1970:364; Chow 1960:324).
Humanistic rationalism and rising nationalism culminated in the bosoms of
Chinese youth and fueled a protracted anti-Christian movement from 1922 to 1927. The
brief sketch below gives an overview of what happened to the church in China during this
time.
Christianity in China faced the greatest challenge during the tumultuous 1920s.
While there had been numerous but sporadic anti-Christian riots since the mid-nineteenth
century in China, the all-out, nationwide anti-Christian movement was an unprecedented
phenomenon of the 1920s. Generally, there were three waves of anti-Christian

24 John Dewey actually arrived in Shanghai on the eve of the May 4th Demonstration in 1919 and stayed in
China for twenty-two months (Fairbank 1987:200-01). Bertrand Russell, thought to be the most influential
contemporary Western thinker among the Chinese youth, arrived in October 1920 and remained there
nearly a year (Chow 1960: 192). Both Dewey and Russell lectured in many cities and were well received
by Chinese intellectuals.
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movement from around the early 1920s to 1927.

25

It is now evident that anti-Christian

attacks in the 1920s were actually primarily the work of the Socialist Youth Corps under
the directives of the International Comintern Party (Aikman 2003:43; Chao 1990:470).
The first wave of anti-Christian movement was during 1920-1921. While the
movement in general was spearheaded against religious beliefs, quite a bit of rhetoric was
directed against Christianity. This initial attack actually was more cultural than political,
although the latter element was not totally lacking. It mostly involved intellectual
discussions focused on how truly to reform China and why religion was not compatible
with science, while some activists were just mocking the Christian religion (Yeh
1987:43).
The discussions then centered on whether or not religion of any kind helped or
harmed the future of China. Chen Duxiu (Chen Tu-hsiu) wrote an article entitled
"Christianity and the Chinese People" in 1920, a year before he helped found the Chinese
Communist Party.26 The article showed serious study of Christianity and the Christian
Scripture. In it, Chen, a Communist, openly admired the "wonderful personality" of
Jesus while deriding Christians' hypocrisy in China, pointing out their failure to follow
the most important teaching embodied in the life of Jesus. He suggested that the
character of Jesus was what China needed to boost the feeble moral stamina found in
Confucianism, but not the Christian religion. Chen addressed his fellow intellectuals:
"We should try to cultivate the lofty and majestic character of Jesus and imbue our very
25 Although Yeh (1987:53) identifies a fourth wave in 1928, it was however a political discussion within the
Guornintang cadres, and not generally against Christians.
26 Chen's article was originally published in The Jeunesse (The New Youth), a Chinese journal, and
translated into English and reprinted in the July 1920 issue of The Chinese Recorder. Chen questioned the
Christian doctrine of creation and the trinity. He concludes that "they [the Christians] have forgotten that
Christianity is the Good News of the poor, and Jesus is the friend of the poor" (458), when he brought up
the issue of Christian attack on communism (Chen 1920:453-458).
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blood with his warm sympathetic spirit. In this way, we shall be saved from the pit of
chilly indifference, darkness, and filth, into which we have fallen" (Chen 1920:454).
This statement showed the rationalistic and pragmatic Confucian thought at work,
although Chen himself was obviously antireligious (see Chow 1960:321). It also showed
how the intellectual Chinese mind, having been baptized in the humanist thought and
Darwinian evolutionary thinking of the West, was repelled by the traditional Christian
doctrines.
This anti-Christian mood was found not merely in China, but was also very strong
in the West, especially in the intellectual circles of the European continent. Peter Woo
(1973:59-60) argues that the anti-Christian movement in China was much influenced by
some professors in the University of Paris, who had counseled that religion was no longer
needed for the modern times, and that Christianity was actually a harmful influence for
China'S search for modernization and prosperity.
The second wave of anti-Christian movement (1922) went beyond rhetoric into
active protests and demonstrations. What precipitated this movement was the 11 th
World's Christian Student Federation Conference convened in Beijing, in April of 1922.
The news of this event provoked the Chinese intellectuals into a big rally against
Christianity. In reaction to the conference, a group of students in Shanghai organized the
"Non-Christian Student Federation" a month before the convening of the conference.
Lian (1997 :45) identifies the Socialist League of China as the key player in this initial
movement. Anti-Christian literature was widely distributed on major campuses of the
nation.
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The prevalent thought was, "Science and religion cannot co-exist" eLi 1993:205).
The leaders painted Christianity as not only unscientific, but also the tool of Western
imperialism. The Anti-Christian Union issued a manifesto on June 14, 1922, declaring
that Christianity was the "servant of imperialism and capitalism" setting out to exploit the
weaker nations.

27

Careful observers will discern the Communist influence in the vitriolic

rhetoric against capitalism and imperialism.
The movement picked up steam when educators and politicians joined in forming
the "Anti-Religions Federation." From this point on, some historians view the departure
from an objective criticism of religions in the whole movement. Many now engaged in
such an anti-religion movement with a definite but hidden political agenda.
The third wave of anti-Christian movement (1924-1927) was by far the most
severe and totally political in nature. Yeh (1987:46) commented that the movement was
characterized by well-organized planning with clear objectives, involving both the
Nationalist and Chinese Communist Parties. Now, nationalism was at its height. The
Chinese intellectuals were calling for withdrawal of educational rights from the Christian
schools. At the same time, anti-imperialism was clearly aimed at ridding the presence
and control of foreigners in the land.
At its height, the anti-Christian movement produced a massive amount of antiChristian literature, published separately or in the leading journals of that time. There

27 See Peter Woo (1973:57-58) in which part of the manifesto said, "the Christian religion is the most
detestable of all religions. One evil of which Christianity is most guilty and which we despise most is her
alliance with militarism and capitalism. The influence of this evil power is growing every day and if this
power is becoming even more strong then the methods of capitalism will become even more drastic.
Christianity is the open enemy of mankind as imperialism and capitalism are, because is using the same
method namely to exploit the weaker countries. China has long been the object of this exploitation by both
imperialism and capitalism. And Christianity has been serving both in order to spread their influence.
Christianity was the intelligent servant of capitalism and the hireling of the imperialist powers. If we do
not try very hard to exterminate this evil then it will be hard to predict the future danger coming out of it."
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were even serial journals that were totally anti-Christian by objective. Suchjoumals as
Against Christianity Weekly and Anti-Christianity (published every ten days) show the

intensity, the wide sponsorship and reception, as well as the well-organized nature of the
movement (Yip 1980:44,60).
The antireligious sentiment escalated, reaching a boiling point in 1925. A series
of protests in several cities turned into a mob scene on May 30th in Shanghai. In order to
control the situation, British police fired at the crowd, killing at least twelve and
wounding seventeen Chinese youths. Generally called the "May 30th Incident," this was
to bring the Chinese nationalistic sentiments to a fever pitch. Rallying for patriotism and
anti-imperialism, the Nationalists joined hand with the Communists, creating a united
front to seek national emancipation. Workers, merchants, and students joined together in
anti-imperialist activities (Yip 1980:45-46; Hsu 1975:642-43).
Since Great Britain was viewed as a Christian nation, the anti-imperialists' voice
was equated with that of anti-Christians. Chinese Christians especially were caught in a
difficult position, ridiculed as the "the running dogs of the imperialists," a most
despicable name. 28 They were charged with betraying the Chinese race and culture by
their allegiance to Christianity. Such a serious charge and challenge of one's patriotism
demanded immediate Christian response. In many cases, Christians joined hands in
protesting against the foreign governments while at the same time trying to exonerate the
tarnished image of Christianity.
The worst challenge to the Christians, however, was during the government's
Northern Expedition of 1926-1927. In an effort to take control of the whole country, the

28 The description of "running dog" in Chinese usage almost amounted to a charge of "treason," and it is a
very derogatory description. A running dog of any kind is totally despised in the community.
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Nationalist government formed a united front with members of the Chinese Communist
Party in order to subdue forces in the northern region. This unruly army, mixed with the
socialist youth element, greatly harassed the Christians along their journey, destroying
and pillaging church properties. The attacks climaxed in March 1927, when many
foreigners and missionaries were killed. This led to a massive exodus of missionaries,
and it was reported that about 7,500 left during this year alone. Like the departure of
missionaries after 1949, this event had significant implications for the church in China.
Summary
Each wave of the anti-Christian movement created an increasing tension for the
Chinese Christians. The repeated attacks on Christianity in general and on Chinese
believers in particular, required their appropriate responses. As the intensity of hostility
heightened, Christians evaluated intently and critically their Christian faith within the
present context, and in relation to the Chinese culture. Such, we see, became an impetus
for the indigenization process of the Chinese church. 29

Theological Controversy in the 1920s
As the Chinese church suffered waves of anti-Christian movements in the 1920s,
she found herself at the same time embroiled in a theological conflict that threatened her
existence from within. In many ways, the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy of the
1920s defined twentieth-century Protestantism, both in America and throughout the
world. China, a key mission field, was also an important battleground for this conflict
between the conservative and liberal Christians of that time. It will be necessary to trace

29 Jonathan Chao, Ka-che Yip, Wing-hung Lam concurred that the anti-Christian movements in the 1920s
created a strong impetus for the indigenization effort of the Chinese Christians.
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the root ofthe controversy to the original battleground of contention and then to sketch
how it became an important aspect of the Chinese church in the 1920s and subsequent
years.
Tracing the Root: Transpacific Interchanges
Long before the 1920s, theological liberalism had made significant inroads into
the Protestant church in America, as also in Europe. Together with the theory of
evolution, the higher criticism of the Bible cut across the ranks of denominations in the
United States. According to Ferenc Szasz (1982:xi), the years 1880 to 1930 marked a
"distinct epoch" in that they formed the "Age of Division" for the mainline Protestant
churches. The tensions between the "liberal" and "conservative" in biblical matters
escalated into what was later known as the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy of the
1920s.
While the controversy occurred primarily on American soil, its beginning was
linked to Christian mission in China, and its impact significantly influenced Chinese
Christianity in subsequent generations. In 1920, William Henry Griffith Thomas,
described as more a "conservative than a Fundamentalist" (Yates 1994:82), visited China
and the missionary community there (Yao 2003:55-56). An Anglican Old Testament
scholar, Thomas had taught earlier at Oxford University, but moved on to Canada to
teach at Wycliffe College in Toronto. Although Thomas was aware of the split between
the liberal and conservative camps, he was nevertheless alarmed at the theological shift
among the missionaries, who had increasingly become much more liberal. Having
returned home, W. H. Griffith Thomas "made a sweeping accusation of the [M]odernist
tendency among China missionaries in the famous speech 'Modernism in China' to the
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Presbyterian Social Union in Philadelphia in January 1921" (Yao 2003:506). That same
speech was published as an article, "Modernism in China," in the October 1921 issue of
The Princeton Theological Review.
Hutchison (1987: 139) identified Thomas as the conservative who fired the first
shot which sparked the whole Fundamentalist-Modernist Conflict in America. Following
this, the splitting of denominations and creation of new institutions along theological
lines hit hard upon the churches in America (see Marsden 2006: 171-193 and Lian
1997: 144fffor fuller discussion). The Scopes Trial of 1925 in Dayton, Tennessee, in
trying to settle the creation-evolution conflict, drew national attention to the
Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy. Reeves and many other scholars concur that
although the Fundamentalist side won the trial, the "battle for public opinion went
decidedly for the defense [the Modernists]" (Reeves 1996: 114). The Fundamentalists
were cast by the media as ignorant and intolerant.
There were ample reasons for the Fundamentalists to be alarmed. It seems that so
much of the traditional and vital doctrines were thrown overboard by the Modernists that
they "seemed to many to have no religious cargo left except a nebulous faith, a general
benevolence" (Allen 2000: 174).
Although the controversy hit across denominational lines, it was most brutal in
the Northern Baptist Convention and the (Northern) Presbyterian Church in the USA.
These two denominations were almost split into halves. The main tensions that each
denomination dealt with centered around issues such as biblical authority, the virgin
birth, evolution, miracles, the incarnation, and the divine nature of Jesus Christ. Szasz
(1982: 138) concluded that the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy was one of the
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main factors that moved Christianity from the center stage to a marginal status within the
national life of America:
Thus, in the fifty years from 1880 to 1930, the religious dimension of American
life experienced a dynamic revolution. In the l880s, the nation's culture was
largely dominated by organized Protestantism. By 1930 no one could make that
claim. In the interim, Protestantism had been pushed from the center of national
life to the periphery, where it began to occupy the same sorts of regional enclaves
that had separated immigrant groups from the mainstream a generation earlier.
The impact of the controversy. The influence of Fundamentalism on mainline
denominations resulted in serious decline toward the end of the 1920s. This was
especially evident in the leadership levels within denominational boards. Reeves
(1996: 114) observed that this trend was accelerated by the schisms within the Northern
Baptists, as well as the departure of J. Gresham Machen and others from the Presbyterian
Church of America. Machen, a biblical scholar, left Princeton to lead the founding of the
Westminster Theological Seminary. Increasingly, the liberal voice became the
representative of the Christian community in a rapidly secularizing nation.
Dichotomous outlook on faith and reason. Since Modernism was most prevalent
in academia, there was an increasing sense of uneasiness among the evangelicals and
Fundamentalists toward intellectualism. The reaction among Fundamentalists was to
look at science and reason with an eye of suspicion. There was also a tendency to
categorize all Fundamentalists as "hillbillies" and "peasants" (Reeves 1996: 1l3).
Disunity in the mission fields. Prior to the 1920s, most missionary agencies
maintained a spirit of cooperation. Theological differences were still tolerated, as many
engaged in cooperative effort such as the Student Volunteer Movement. The mood of
cooperation was especially heightened and symbolized by the Edinburgh World
Missionary Conference in 1910. However, as the controversy erupted, both the
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Fundamentalists and Modernists soon identified mission as a key place of contention. As
the Modernist missionary efforts were increasingly seen as diluting the central message
of Christianity, focusing on civilizing rather than evangelism, the Fundamentalists felt it
necessary to hold their ground.
The controversy had significant impact on the whole missionary enterprise of the
Protestant Church. Patterson (1990:73) commented,
Fundamentalists and liberals alike granted no special exemptions to the
missionary enterprise as they waged their storied battles between the two world
wars. In fact, their disputes over missions served both to intensify the theological
polarization of the period and, more importantly, to transform the nature and
direction of the Protestant missionary movement.
Patterson (1990:85) further pointed out that "by the 1920s, the effects ofliberal
adjustments in missionary thinking became much more visible as comparative religion
studies influenced discussion of non-Christian faiths and defused some of the pre-World
War I triumphalism of the missionary movement." Fulfillment theory was proposed by
leading liberal theologians as they pondered the missionary efforts amongst people of
other faiths.
Dwindling enthusiasm in mission. Reeves (1996:106) observed that there was a
loss in vitality in most of the liberal denominations in the 1920s. "Missionary
enthusiasm," accordingly, was "drying up." This had a direct influence on the
recruitment of future generation of missionaries for the mission fields.
Since its inception in 1888, the Student Volunteer Movement (SVM) had been
one of the main arms in missionary recruitment in America. However, when the 19281929 SVM quadrennial convention met in Detroit, it had conspicuously picked up the
ideas championed by the Social Gospel movement. It began to challenge the traditional
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missionary understanding of evangelism and called for the preaching of the social gospel
to the world. Carpenter (1990a:95) notes that the number of students volunteering was
significantly affected by this change of missionary emphasis. Those who answered the
summons for mission through SVM declined from a high of 2,700 in 1920 to only 252 in
1928. This had great impact upon the missionary enterprise in China especially.
Reaching China had in fact always been a high priority in the SVM agenda, according to
Clifton Phillips (1974) who traced the history of SVM and China missionary enterprise.
In fact, during the 1886-1919 period, 2,524 out of 8,140 (31 %) of its missionaries were
sent to China.
Some have viewed Fundamentalism as a destructive force in mission, as it created
incessant conflicts within the increasingly liberal boards. The Fundamentalists were cited
as either pulling themselves away from the mission boards, or fighting with the boards
incessantly. Carpenter however argued otherwise, maintaining that the Fundamentalists
in fact contributed much to the missionary movement since the 1920s. As
Fundamentalists became less involved in the denominational mission boards, they formed
clusters of small faith-mission agencies. For example, Wycliffe Bible Translators was
formed in 1935, Mission Aviation Fellowship in 1943, and Far Eastern Broadcasting
Company in 1945.
Carpenter (1990a: 105) noted that in 1936, Moody Bible Institute, which had
become a Fundamentalist stronghold, claimed 1,410 alumni who engaged in active
missionary work, which constituted 12 percent of the reported total of American
Protestant mission force for the year. Thus, although the influence of Fundamentalism in
America was in general on the decline, it nevertheless made great contribution to the

58

world-wide missionary movement. This could be seen through the large number of
missionaries that new Fundamentalist agencies and institutions produced. Relatively
speaking, it also indicated decline in missionary zeal in the Modernist-controlled Boards
of mainline denominations.
The Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy in China
Unfortunately, the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy happened at the very
worst time in the history of the church in China. The brief historical sketch above shows
that Christian unity at this time was crucially needed as the Chinese church was fighting
for its life under the repeated attacks of anti -Christian movements, especially from 1920
through 1927. Ironically, these were the very years that the Fundamentalist-Modernist
Controversy swept through the missionary community in China.
The traditional missionary force that was sent to the Orient in the nineteenth
century came with a deep conviction of preaching a saving gospel in order to save the lost
heathens. This had indeed been true of most of the missionaries who arrived prior to the
first half of the nineteenth century. However, there was a big change in this mentality,
especially from the 1880s and leading into the early twentieth century. Lian Xi's book,

The Conversion of Missionaries, traces this significant shift among the American
Protestant missionaries, particularly as Protestantism was faced with the assault of
liberalism in theology (Lian 1997: 10).
Lian contends that many missionaries, upon their close encounter with Chinese
culture, had in fact gone through some sort of conversion experience of their own. He
writes,
Some missionaries, sent by the home boards to carry the Christian Light to China,
found competing lights in the Middle Kingdom, emitted from its Confucian
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classics, its Buddhist of Taoist temples, or perhaps through the papered windows
of a peasant's clay house, where a family gathered around the candle-lit supper
table. Occasionally they became distracted by these lights and began to wonder
whether they should, or had the right to, alter Chinese life. The self-sufficiency
and vitality of the Oriental traditions challenged the nineteenth century view of
heathen wretchedness. (1997: 10)
Earlier problems. When missionaries first entered China in the early 1800s, they
were filled with evangelistic fervor and zeal, leaving their own homelands in response to
God's call to save the heathen Chinese souls from the forces of darkness. However, by
the tum of the twentieth century, the whole scene of mission changed because of the
significant shift in theology in many of the home churches, both in America and Europe.
Lian (1997:139) comments:
By the late 1880s, the so-called New Theology, which sought to adapt
Christianity to the advance of science, had spread into the main denominations.
In the meantime, progressive theologians, many of whom had studied in Europe,
struggled to come to terms with the Higher Criticism of the Bible that they had
brought back to America. The application of the principles of history,
anthropology, and archeology to test the accuracy of the Bible led to serious
questionings of miracles.
According to Lian, beginning around 1913 there was growing recognition that
liberal theology had appeared in the missionary community.3o However, as early as
1910, the Rev. R. F. Fitch, writing in The Chinese Recorder, already observed that there
was a discernible split between the liberals and conservatives. Fitch opined that the crisis
centered around "divergence of thought, of Biblical interpretation, of the teachings of
science," and that "if not rightly dealt with, [this] will not only prevent true harmony and
co-operation in the Church, but hinder it from doing the right kind of constructive work
in China" (Fitch 1910:84). Fitch and others noted the earlier stirrings within the
30 Lian (1997: 141) cites Frank Rawlinson's report in The China Mission Yearbook in an article entitled
"Problems Prominent in the Minds of the Missionaries." Theological ripples from America had come, the
article pointed out, and "what is spoken of as 'liberal theology' is not without advocates in China." On the
other hand, Latourette dates the rise of theological storms in China missions to 1914 (Latourette 1929:569).
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missionary community with regard to different opinions on biblical criticism. Numerous
31

letters to the editor of The Chinese Recorder from 1910 on focused on just this debate
(see CR September 1910 and January 1911 issues).
As a generation of younger missionaries arrived in China after the turn of the
century, they brought along with them more than just their missionary enthusiasm.
Having been exposed to Higher Criticism and evolutionary theory, many of them brought
along a new theology to the mission fields. "The liberal thinking," Lian showed, "had
begun to undermine missionaries' proselytizing zeal before igniting controversies"
(1997:142).
Throughout the 1920s, the controversy waged on and paralleled that of the antiChristian movement in China. The timing was unfortunate, since the church was facing
the most severe attack from without during the anti-Christian movements at the same
period of time, as noted above. The internal conflicts not only weakened the
effectiveness of missionary work, they seriously eroded the witness of Christian unity in
China.
The Bible Union of China. In some key respects, the Fundamentalist-Modernist
controversy came to a head in China even before it took place in America. In a
missionary retreat led by the visiting W. H. Griffith Thomas, mentioned earlier in this
chapter, conservatives concerned with the serious threats ofliberalism formed the Bible
Union of China in August, 1920. Its chief purpose was to uphold the orthodoxy of
Christian faith. Thomas (1921 :635) said that the Union contended for the following
issues: "the deity of Jesus, his virgin birth, his atonement for humanity's sin, the bodily
resurrection, the miracles in the Old and New Testament[sJ, the necessity of spiritual
JI

Hereafter cited as CR.
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rebirth of individuals as a prerequisite to social regeneration, the Personality and work of
the Holy Spirit, as well as the affirmation on the authority of the Bible." As a movement,
it drew membership from the missionary community as well as from Chinese Christians.
By January 1921, the Bible Union had 1,700 members. It grew to more than 2,000 by
1923 (Lian 1997:145).
By all accounts, the formation of the Bible Union of China created quite a stir
within the missionary community. Heated exchanges were published in the Modernistleaning The Chinese Recorder soon after the Bible Union came to being. Brownell Gage,
Dean of the academic college of Yale-in-China wrote an article entitled "Why I Cannot
Join the Bible Union" in the January 1921 issue of The Chinese Recorder. He argued
that "the fundamental things are not found in verbal formulas but in the life of the
fellowship in Christ and of co-operation to fulfill His purpose for mankind by making the
Kingdom He preached a reality" (Gage 1921:31). There were explicit and implicit
accusations that the Fundamentalist movement was creating disunity within the Christian
community in China.
The Chinese Recorder in its July 1921 issue reprinted an article written by D. E.
Hoste, Director of the China Inland Mission (CIM), entitled "Why I Have Joined the
Bible Union of China." In a cordial tone, Hoste told of his initial reluctance to join the
Bible Union movement, for he felt that "the denunciation of fellow-missionaries" would
"tend to excite similar sentiments in the minds of those attacked, and do far more harm
than good" (Hoste 1921:469). While he accepted the fact that there were sincere
Christians in the Modernist camp, Hoste hastened to say that the Modernist "movement
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as a whole is, in essence, a departure from Christianity as taught in the Old and New
Testaments" (1921:470).
We note however, that the liberal journal, The Chinese Recorder, published in the
same issue a collection of articles that openly accepted the Modernist position, while
landing their furious attacks on the Bible Union of China (CR 1921a:472-482). Those
who opposed the Bible Union of China in fact held to very diverse theological
convictions. Some truly accepted the theology of classic liberalism. One, named A. A.
Gilman, mentioned that he had "no scientific belief which compelled [him] to deny any
miracle," and yet, had "no unscientific belief which compels [him] to accept the truth of
every statement written in either the Jewish or the Christian Scriptures" (CR 1921 :474).
Also, many who opposed the Bible Union of China did not do so for theological reasons,
but because of the tactics employed and the perceived divisive spirit intrinsic in the
movement.
In the heated exchanges between both camps, sometimes very strong language

was employed, which only caused more conflicts and arguments to flare up. In a letter to
the editor of The Chinese Recorder, C. W. Spohr (1934:539) said, "It is my deep
conviction that Modernism as a theology is a pest! How many Christians have been
infected and have succumbed!" Such caustic rhetoric illustrates the strong convictions
held by those engaged in the controversy.
Among the many letters to the editor of The Chinese Recorder, there was an
interesting story recorded in the July and August 1924 issues. It came in the form of two
open letters, written between a son and his missionary father. The first was titled
"Puzzled: a letter from a missionary son to his father," which was published in July 1924
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(CR 1924a:472-474). A young medical graduate who had returned to China, his birth
place, sought help from his missionary father. He was puzzled by the whole
Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy and the split between the two sides. Soon after
he set foot in China, he was approached by someone from each camp on two different
occasions. Having listened to what the conservative within the Bible Union had to say
about the whole issue, he found himself defending the position of the Modernist group, as
he saw no contradiction between science and the Christian faith.
However, when approached by a Modernist missionary who belittled the
Fundamentalist group, this young man found himself defending the latter's sincerity in
upholding the faith and the authority of the Bible. He was puzzled not merely because of
his identification with the two separate groups, but more because he was perceived by
each of them to belong to the opposite camp. Thus, he stood in the line of crossfire and
yet found it perfectly normal to pray with both these men. He hastened to assure his
father that he himself was diligent in his spiritual walk, fully committed to the faith in the
uniqueness of Christ, but felt that what he learned in science did not contradict his
Christian belief.
The young man's letter received a reply in the August 1924 issue of The Chinese

Recorder (1924b:528-541). The missionary father answered with candor, giving his
opinion on the controversy. Identifying himself with the conservative group, he traced
the root of the controversy to the departure from the biblical truth when new and younger
missionaries arrived on the scene. He explained that the new theology the younger
missionaries brought in from the homeland was actually destructive to the foundations of
the missionary enterprise. Thus, the conservatives' reaction to the Modernist theology
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was not one of "self-defense," but rather as a "defense of the faith which we brought to
China, and upon which we have built up China's Christian church." He went on the
recount how the Modernist group progressively schemed to take over leadership positions
in important institutions, undermining the work of the previous generation (CR
1924b:539).
One wonders if the pair of letters above might have been a fictitious work to
explain or defend the position of the Fundamentalist group, since both letters were left
anonymous. However, the content of the exchange showed sincere and cordial efforts to
deal with and explain the problems in order to shed light on the whole controversy.
We can surmise from the above exchange that there already existed a gulf that
separated the two camps. However, there seemed to be a rather large contingent who
took the neutral position, although they might be under increasing pressure from both
sides. The letters between the son and his missionary father also highlighted the
difficulty faced by those who tried to hold things in the balance.
The editorial in the August 1921 issue of The Chinese Recorder carried an
account on a Baptist leader's dealing with the issue. Besides the Modernist and
Fundamentalist camps, this leader observed, within the church there was yet another
bigger majority who concentrated more on practical issues in the extending of the
Christian movement, rather than on mere "technical questions." It is interesting that the
Baptist leader challenged Christians from both camps saying, "Since we who are a larger
group than either of you can put up with both of you, both of you certainly ought to be
able to put up with each other" (CR 1921b:515).
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Chinese Christians and the controversy. It is interesting to note that, out of the
many articles and letters regarding the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy published
in The Chinese Recorder during the 1920s, none was written by a Chinese Christian.
This despite the fact there were a significant number of Chinese contributors to the
magazme.
Several reasons may account for this. First, since The Chinese Recorder was
published in English, its Chinese readers and contributors of The Chinese Recorder were
exclusively of the elite group, who had mostly espoused the Modernist position. In fact,
Lian (1997:147) rightly observed that "liberalism in China did emerge primarily as an
elitist movement that attracted the better educated missionaries and Chinese Christians."
Since they had mostly accepted the Modernist view, there was actually little contention
within their group.
Second, the Chinese church in the 1920s was faced with the challenge of life and
death to its existence as it weathered the different waves of anti-Christian attacks. They
had to deal with the rising tide of Chinese nationalism. They were challenged by the
non-Christians from the political right and left to show their patriotism to the nation.
These Chinese Christians had to show that their faith was not an "imperialistic"
Christianity, and further, to show that it was compatible with the Chinese cultural and
national aspirations. This was by no means an easy task since the anti-Christian
movement had taken on a political tone fanned mostly by the Communist-socialist
ideology.
The National Christian Conference of 1922 led to the birth of the ecumenical
Church of Christ in China, and later the National Christian Council. Reportedly these
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organizations, which Daniel Bays called "Sino-Foreign Protestant Establishments,"
consisted mostly of Christians representing the "Modernist" theology of that time (Bays
1996:308). Among the Chinese leaders affiliated with the National Christian Council, as
Jonathan Chao has counted them, there was only one, Dr. Cheng Jingyi (Ch'eng ChingVi, or C. Y. Cheng), from a list of eight, who was not a liberal (Chao 1986b:21-22).
As we find in the case of Dr. Cheng Jingyi, we should note that not all educated
Chinese leaders were of the Modernist persuasion, but conservatives made up the
minority amongst the intellectuals.
Reportedly, when asked "What kind of missionaries does China need?" three of
the Chinese church's key leaders-Dr. Cheng Jingyi, Dr. David Yui, and Mr. Fong Sec,
answered emphatically, "A missionary to China must have a deep conviction on Christian
fundamentals. No foreigner can win us to a belief in what he only half believes"
(Thomas 1921 :668).
However, we also need to take note of those Chinese Christians at the grassroots
level, who were predominantly orthodox. Daniel Bays (1996:309-316) calls attention to
the independent Chinese Christians who provided the Christians at this time with a viable
alternative to the Modernist movement. Most of these independents launched their own
indigenous ministries, though almost all were products of missionary efforts in China.
Professor Leung Ka-lun (1996:231) of the Alliance Seminary in Hong Kong has shown
that men such as Wang Mingdao and Ni Tuosheng (Watchman Nee) were in fact the
staunchest anti-liberal voices in their time, refusing to compromise the exclusive claims
of the Christian faith.
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Within this self-supported indigenous Christian movement, Bays' estimated that
the various independent Chinese Protestants may have accounted for up to 25 percent of
all Protestants during the 1940s (1996:310). These included the True Jesus Church, the
"Little Flock," Jesus Family, and other smaller groups. These and other independent
churches still have a rather large following in China as well as in the overseas Chinese
communities. It should be noted that even within the so-called "Modernist" or "liberal"
mainline denominations, there was a considerable number of Chinese Christians who
were influenced deeply by men such as Watchman Nee, Wang Mingdao, and John Sung.
Thus, many of the believers in some mainline churches were theologically more in line
with the conservative groups.
Another key feature of the independent Christians was the Christian revival
movement in China. Jonathan Goforth was credited as the first to have led a widespread
revival movement in China, which occurred in 1907-1908, which was known as the
"Manchurian Revival" (Bays 1993:162-163). Later, during the 1920s, a revival
movement led by Chinese Christians began to emerge. When the nation was going
through the upheavals of the 1920s as anti-Christian sentiment reached its height, and
while the missionary community was immersed in the depth of FundamentalistModernist Controversy, this revival movement actually gained momentum (Bays
1993: 168).
The Bethel Band,32 a group of traveling Chinese evangelists, led a revival
movement beginning in 1930 throughout much of the nation. Key leaders included

32 Interestingly, the Bethel Band had a very close tie with Asbury College ofWilrnore, Kentucky. In 1930,
the Asbury College World Evangelistic Team, traveling "without a bank account," was visiting the Bethel
Summer Bible Conference in Shanghai, and became an inspiration for the formation of the Bethel WorldWide Evangelistic Band in China a year later (Gih 1938:15).
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Andrew Gih and John Sung, both of whom were eloquent and spirited preachers. The
group traveled more than 80,500 kilometers (about 50,000 miles) and held almost 3,400
revival meetings in 133 cities before it was disbanded in 1935 (Bays 1993:172).
Impact of the controversy. Lian Xi (1997: 150) reported that the conservative
Christians concentrated their effort on evangelistic campaigns. The liberals, on the other
hand, "devoted their efforts to non-evangelical work and influenced institutional thinking
in the missions." Thus, it is not surprising that most educational institutions came into
the hands of the Modernist group. In The Red Theology in the Far East, Coates
mentioned that as a result of the liberal encroachment, only four out of thirteen
theological seminaries in China were "safe" and that only nine or ten Bible schools out of
the entire forty-eight could be "depended upon" as theologically orthodox (Coates
1926:142; Lian 1997:150).
Accordingly, Lian (1997:196) opines that the "defining act of the liberal
apostasy" was the idea of "oneness of world-religions" that Coates warned earlier (Coates
1926: 155). In fact, there were extreme examples of Christian missionaries who so
bought into the idea of religious inclusiveness and were so attracted to the Chinese
religions that they gave up the Christian faith.33
Timothy Richard and Pearl S. Buck were among the more well-known
missionaries whose faith was similarly influenced by Chinese philosophies and religious
traditions. Timothy Richard (1845-1919) went to China from Wales and was first
33 In one case in particular, Grace Service, who served in the YMCA with her husband for thirty years
(1906-1935) in Sichuan (Szechwan) Province, brought with her a "golden Kwanyin" when she returned to
California. In a poem dedicated to the Goddess of Mercy, she wrote,

Today I shall reward your kindness and your compassion! Your beauty and your wisdom. II shall
bum sandalwood as I write ... lAnd it will show you my love and my regard. !For you are still potent,
lAnd we still need you, IGoddess of Mercy, /No matter by what name we call you, IKwanyin, the Merciful!
(Lian 1997:204)
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attracted to James Hudson Taylor's indigenous ministry (Stanley 1998:567-568).
However, after thirty-six years as a missionary in China, Richard declared that ancient
Chinese sages and Buddhist monks from India were actually missionaries sent from God
(Lian 1997:203-204).
Pearl S. Buck (1892-1973) was born in America but raised in China as a
missionary kid. Since childhood, Buck had been attracted to life of the Chinese peasants.
After her college studies in Virginia, Buck returned to China as an educational
missionary. However, her liberal viewpoints and criticism of missionaries led to her
separation from the mission board. By this time, in 1930s, she had already become a
world-famous author. In the end, Buck openly announced that her "mandate of heaven"
was "expressed through the words of eternal truth spoken by Confucius, who yet lives,
though he was born five hundred years before the Christian era" (Lian 1997:108).
This shift in theological moorings had a profound impact on church life in China,
and particularly in relation to the efforts of indigenization. First, there was a spirit of
divisiveness within the missionary community, thus compromising the effectiveness of
its Christian witness.
Secondly, the general shift of theology in theological institutions helped to
produce a group of Christian leaders who were highly influenced by the new theology.
These became the church's intellectual elite. Many had received their training in
America. Several were graduates with advanced degrees from Union Seminary, Harvard,
Yale, Columbia, and the University of Chicago. Many of these leaders were active in the
indigenization process of the Chinese church. However, because of their Modernist
outlook and acceptance of cultural relativism, they fell into the trap of what Paul Hiebert
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described as "uncritical contextualization" (Hiebert 1987:109). Thus, their effort in
indigenization was a short-lived one that mostly faded away after the 1930s.
One other impact of the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy can be discerned
in the rather widespread sense of anti-intellectualism subsequently among the Chinese
churches worldwide. Although such an outlook has become less prevalent within the last
two decades, there still exists a rather widespread suspicion of higher learning in the area
of theological studies. Some Chinese churches, such as the "Little Flock" founded by
Watchman Nee, still shun formal theological education. Some of the important church
leaders who emerged around the time of the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy
actually did not receive formal theological education. These figures include Watchman
Nee, Leland Wang, John Sung, and Witness Lee.
Adverse effect on the missionary movement in China. The number of expatriate
Christian missionaries in China reached its height in the 1920s. Ever since, it had
progressively declined. The numbers in Figure 1 clearly show significant loss of
missionaries in a sampling of missionary agencies that served in China.
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Table 1: Decrease in the Number of Missionaries in China
Among Major American Agencies, 1924-1933
1924

1933

Percentage Loss

Presbyterian (North)

568

456

-20%

Methodist Episcopal

553

287

-50%

Protestant Episcopal (American
Church Mission)

274

163

-41%

Southern Baptist Convention (part)

251

177

-29%

American Baptist ((North)

232

156

-33%

American Board

231

160

-30%

Presbyterian (South)

175

138

-21%

YMCA

172

67

-61%

Methodist Episcopal (South)

147

93

-37%

Mission Agencies

Source: Boynton 1934:212-213.

Financial problems may have been one of the chief causes for such a sharp
decline in missionary force in China by 1933. Since America and Europe began to feel
the effect of the Great Depression in the early 1930s, it would be expected that the
mission boards suffered great budget cuts, thereby limiting their ability to support
missionaries. The Anti-Christian movements of the 1920s played a decisive role as well.
However, that was not entirely the case. According to another study in The China
Christian Year Book of 1934-35, there was a much more serious problem in China. A
case in point, the Presbyterian Church (North), which had mission work in ten other
countries, was studied. It showed that while the missionary force in China suffered a 20
percent loss, the number of its missionaries in other countries remained static (Lian
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1997:206). This suggested that the Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy may have had
a stifling effect on mission in China.
Further, it has been shown that by the mid-1930s, the conservative missionaries in
China had dwindled to 26 percent (Hutchison 1987: 174-75). Since the majority ofthe
Modernist missionaries were engaged in institutional services, this meant that a much
smaller force was actually engaged in active evangelism, church planting, and pastoral
ministries. In fact, W. H. Griffith Thomas (1921:640-41), who visited China in 1920,
noted that in Guangdong (Canton) Province, all of the 200 foreign missionaries were
engaged either in "institutional" work in the city or in evangelism outside it. Urban
evangelistic work was being left to Chinese pastors, supposedly highly trained men who
were, unfortunately, "shaky in their theological convictions, and who [held] loose views
about the authority and inspiration of the Bible."
Shifts in missionary emphasis. Since the tum of the twentieth century, a new
generation of missionaries had arrived in China primarily to engage in institutional work.
Except in the case of the more conservative boards such as the CIM, most missionary
agencies had lessened their focus on evangelism, and even less in the area of church
planting. Thomas (1921 :656-657) quoted a letter from a China missionary who
confirmed his observation about the "over-emphasis" on educational work "at the
expense of evangelistic work." The missionary went on to complain that the Modernist
missionaries "do not have a message" for the Chinese.
Lian (1997:30) highlighted especially this shift in emphasis, as well as its pitfall
for missionary intent. He says,
One of the "perils" of the institutionalization of missionary work was, as
Latourette pointed out in 1929, that the Church would forget its primary function
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of spreading the religious message. Especially in education, which not only deemphasized evangelism but introduced secular ideas and allowed cultural
exchanges, the "denaturing" of Christian missions became an irresistible trend.
Summary
The transpacific interchanges of theological Fundamentalism and Modernism
between America and China are most obvious. We should make an early note here that
John Sung straddled these two battlegrounds while the controversy was played out in
fervency. He would become a key player, in fact, one who went deep into both camps
and emerged an influential voice.
The brief review above shows that the Chinese church was besieged both from
without and within. The church was truly in a precarious condition just as she most
needed to stand on her own feet. Significantly, the rising tide of nationalism, the tension
between democratic and Communistic ideas, and the abolition of old ways in favor of
science were all built on the same premise - the Enlightenment Paradigm.
In the following chapter, we will see that the ups and downs of John Sung's life,
of which there were many, reflected the wider struggles on the national and ecclesiastical
scenes. Sung's life mirrored the Chinese Christians' search for faith and meaning in a
tumultuous era of the national history.

CHAPTER 3

Formative Years in John Sung's Life
The story of John Sung unfolded quietly in Fujian (formerly Fukien or Fukkien)
Province, located in the southern coastal region of China. Sung could not have been born
further from the political and cultural center of China (Guest 2003:47). Fujian Province
is cut off from the mainland by rugged mountain ranges to the north, west, and south.
Until the arrival of modern motorways in the twentieth century, sea travel had been the
primary mode of transportation between Fujian and political and commercial centers in
the north such as Beijing and Shanghai.
Many cities and prefectures within the province are also separated from one
another by tall mountain ranges. Thus, there appeared in one province different dialects
that are incomprehensible one to another, although all read the same Chinese characters.
This peculiar phenomenon created diversities that further isolated the province from the
Central Plain, traditionally considered as the center of Chinese civilization.
On top of that, Sung's hometown in Hinghwa34 prefecture (now Putian) has the
smallest land area in Fujian province, with a population of one million around 1940
(Zhang 1947:9). The people in this region spoke a dialect peculiar even to the majority
of the Fujianese, including those in the main city centers of the province, namely the port

34 Although it is now rendered as "Xinghua" in the new Pinyin method, I am using "Hinghwa" in this
dissertation the way it was in John Sung's time. It will help avoid confusion to readers unfamiliar with the
different transliterations of Chinese words. Incidentally, "Putian" is now more commonly used in place of
"Hinghwa," also spelled "Hinghua" of "Hsinghua" in earlier literature. As was in John Sung's time,
Putian, as a prefecture city equivalent to a county-seat, refers to both the prefecture and the city itself.
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cities of Xi amen (Amoy) and Fuzhou (Foochow) (Brewster 1909:49; Zhang 1947: 1).35
The barriers of dialect variations and cultural differences added to the remoteness of
Putian, not to mention that land travel to Fuzhou (the provincial capital) 129 kilometers
(80 miles) to the north still took two full days of mainly mountain trekking in 1920. Yet,
out of this peripheral region would hail one with central significance to Chinese
Christianity in the twentieth century at a momentous time.

Childhood and Youth (1901-1920)
John Sung was born September 27, 1901 in a Methodist parsonage. Pastor Song
Xuelian,36 John's father, was among the earlier converts of the Methodist Episcopal
Mission that reached this region during the late nineteenth century. Pastor Song later
became an eminent leader in his own district, at one time leading a large congregation
that built a church building with 3,000 seats. 37 It was one of the four largest church
buildings in Asia at that time.
Methodist Episcopal Church and Hinghwa
Although John Sung seldom acknowledged it, his life was closely connected to,
and to a large extent shaped by the Methodist Episcopal Mission to China. The
Methodist mission to China started soon after first Opium War (1839-42). The signing of

According to veteran missionary Francis P. Jones who served in Hinghwa from 1915 to 1929, the
remoteness of Hinghwa was further compounded by the fact that the people here spoke a peculiar dialect
that was least used in China and most limited in its geographical extent (Jones 1969:14). To illustrate, we
can look at how some common Chinese last names were rendered in the Hinghwa Annual Conference
records of the Methodist Episcopal Church in John Sung's time: "Lin" became "Na," "Chen or Chan"
became "Deng," "Zhang or Chang" became "Dau," and "He or Ho" became "Ua" (HAC 1942, 152-155).
36 I am following the Official Chinese Pinyin system for personal names, which accounts for the different
spellings in John Sung's family name from his father's. In the Annual Conference Records of the
Methodist Episcopal Mission ofHinghwa, the name of Sung's father was rendered "Sang Hah Leng," an
English transliteration from the Hinghwa dialect.
37 The same church building is still in use today, renamed the Putian Christian Church, which celebrated
th
her 90 anniversary of the building in 2005. This same church was packed to capacity when John Sung
preached in his hometown during the 1930s.
35
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the Treaty of Nanjing allowed foreigners to trade in five port cities in China, namely
Xiamen (Amoy), Fuzhou (Foochow), Ningbo (Ningpo), Guangzhou (Canton), and
Shanghai. While Protestant missionaries had arrived in China since 1807, it was at midcentury that missions to China from Europe and America mushroomed.
The first Methodist missionaries to China arrived in Fuzhou, the capital city of
Fujian Province, in 1847 to set up the Methodist Episcopal Mission (M.E.M).38 The
missionaries did not find favorable reception during those pioneering years. In fact, the
area was one of the hardest fields with strong xenophobic sentiments, and the missionary
community bore the brunt of hatred. It took ten years for the mission to win its first
convert. From Fuzhou, the Methodist Episcopal Mission ventured into neighboring
counties.
Although Hinghwa lies merely 129 kilometers (80 miles) away from Fuzhou, it
would take almost twenty years for the Methodist flame to reach there. The first resident
missionaries sent to Hinghwa by the Methodist Episcopal Mission, Dr. and Mrs. William
Nesbitt Brewster, would not arrive until 1889, some forty-two years after the Methodist
mission began in Fuzhou (Lacy 1948:208).
Although other missionary societies had reached the Hinghwa area earlier, it was
the Methodists that had the greatest success. Under the auspices of the Foochow
Conference, evangelistic work in Hinghwa was begun in 1864. The ministry grew and
eventually matured to become a mission about twenty years later. Under the able

Methodist missionaries arrived in China soon after the signing of the Treaty of Nanjing in 1842. Both
Methodist Episcopal Church and the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, sent out missionaries to China in
1847. The Methodist Episcopal Church team was led by Robert Samuel Maclay, which established the
Methodist Episcopal Mission (M.E.M.) based in Fuzhou (Foochow). The Methodist Episcopal Church,
South missionaries arrived in Shanghai a year later. Interestingly, the Chinese names of these two entities
bore no trace of any semblance.
38
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leadership of Dr. William N. Brewster,39 the Hinghwa mission grew rapidly and soon
"became one of the most compact, intensively-cultivated missionary conferences
anywhere in the world" (Baker 1947:69).
"Silver-Tongued" and Hot-Tempered Father
John Sung's father, Song Xuelian, was the youngest of three brothers. The family
grew up in poverty, with Pastor Song having to work as a shepherd boy at a young age.
He was led to the Christian faith by an older cousin. After a year in the village school,
Song Xuelian enrolled in Foochow Theological School in Fuzhou at the age of sixteen.
According to John Sung's recollection, Pastor Song had a "rebirth," a critical experience,
in the latter's third and final year at the college. Sung's father was gripped with
conviction of sin, having studied the book of Romans and the Gospel of John. He was in
deep pain and restlessness. He wrestled through the night, confessing all his sins before
dawn. He was then eighteen years old and ready to serve in the Methodist Episcopal
Mission in Hinghwa. 4o
For the next forty-six years until his death in 1934, Pastor Song rose to become
one of the bulwarks of Hinghwa Methodism, winning a reputation as an eloquent Bible
expositor with great pulpit mannerism. He was reportedly one of the most articulate
preachers of Hinghwa, described by Elizabeth Brewster, pioneer missionary in the
Hinghwa field, as "silver-tongued" (Brewster n.d.:362). Pastor Song was remembered as
great preacher, an able Bible expositor with supreme eloquence whose messages were

39 William N. Brewster (1864-1918), missionary pioneer and innovator was described by Methodist
historian as one who "almost singlehandedly molded the Hinghwa Conference out of the clay which had
been the Hinghwa District when he came to it in 1889" (Lacy 1948:208). Together with his wife, Dr.
Brewster started several mission schools, vocational training centers, as well as an advanced printing press.
They even imported "missionary cows" from California to China to encourage native Chinese to drink cow
milk for nutrition (NY Times 1905:3).
40 For Pastor Song's brief biography sketch, consult Zhang 1947: 118-119; Sung 1995a:2-3; Tang 1987:428.
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clearly presented with vivid gestures and illustrations. He would forcefully punctuate his
sennons to get across the important points so that the attentive audience was fully moved
by the message (Zhang 1947: 118).
Besides pastoral duties in several churches, Pastor Song served in various
capacities in the mission. These duties included superintendent, school principal, editor
of The Revivalist, and conference revivalist. Pastor Song was a keen learner and an avid
reader with a library collection of over ten thousand books. In the History of Hinghwa
Methodism, an official publication to celebrate the Centenary of Chinese Methodism, the
writer described Pastor Song as one who had a cordial and well-loved personality but yet
possessed a strong temperament. He was one who would speak up fearlessly against
people of power or rank when truth and justice demanded it. Pastor Song's colleagues
ascribed his hot-temperedness to his uprightness and integrity and would speak his mind
no matter what or who was involved (Zhang 1947:118).
As much as he was influenced by his father in the area of learning and ability to
preach, John Sung claims that he also inherited his father's hasty temper (Sung
1995a: 19). These personal traits of Pastor Song, along with his giftedness in preaching,
would become John Sung's lifelong joy and struggles.
Born After Mother's Conversion
At age 25, Pastor Song Xuelian was married to Miss Chen Ruolan. It was an
arranged marriage fixed by their parents. The young couple soon encountered conflicts,
as Mrs. Song came from a Buddhist family. Although she had received Christian
baptism, she understood little of the Christian faith, much less the experience of it.
Compounding the problem, Pastor Song had to support his expanding family with meager
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pay. At one point, he even entertained the idea of switching to be a teacher or an editor
for a printing press. But just when he was considering leaving the pastorate, he
experienced a significant breakthrough. The voice of the Lord came to him clearly, "0
my servant, fear not! You have Me! And I know all your needs" (Sung 1995a: 1).
Victory came once again after an all-night wrestle. Now, Pastor Song received assurance
in his faith that the God he served would take care of his daily needs. From then on, he
put his whole heart into the gospel ministry (Sung 1995a:6).
Mrs. Song, on the other hand, experienced her "rebirth" after a miraculous
healing. She became gravely ill after giving birth to a still-born baby to the point that
funeral arrangements were prepared for her. However, right when her family thought she
was gasping her last breaths, she heard a voice, "Arise, woman! Eat your rice and meat!
For I shall give you new life tonight." Having heard the clear injunction, she sat up to
request food. She gained her health and faith at the same time and from then on served
God fervently alongside Pastor Song (Sung 1995a:6-7).
In recounting his life story, John Sung pointed out that he was born after the
rebirth of his mother and when both parents were fully united in their Christian service.
The family lived in impoverished condition most of the time. John Sung himself walked
to school in bare feet all through his middle school years.
John was fourth in the family, which consisted of six boys and four girls. He was
named Tian-En (Heavenly Grace) at birth,41 which was the "pet name" his parents and
relatives would use. The school name Shang-Jie by which he was known to the Chinese
world, was given later. Literally, the two-character name means "honorable" (Shang)

Lyall (1956) and Liu (1965) both wrongly identified Sung's childhood name as Zhu-en (grace of the
Lord), which was picked up by others.
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and "integrity" (Jie), which truly were attributes John Sung tried his whole life to live up
to. On the other hand, lie also carries the meaning "festival," which may allude to the
special day on which John was born, the Mid-Autumn Moon Festival, the fifteenth day
on the Eighth month according to the Lunar calendar. However, John Sung himself
would rather interpret it as referring more meaningfully to the Festival of Pentecost as his
ministry of revival blossomed, some thirty years later. 42
As a young lad, Sung was an intelligent and yet mischievous child. He excelled
in his studies and developed a great love for books on all subjects, a trait he picked up
from his father.
The Hinghwa Pentecost of 1909
The most unforgettable event in his childhood was the Hinghwa Pentecost of
1909. This was a spontaneous revival which begun at the Maundy Thursday Service on
April 8, the eve of Good Friday (Sung 1995a:9-14; Brewster 1909:4). Earlier, the local
preachers had already heard reports of revivals in Wales, India, Manchuria, and Korea
(Brewster 1909: 1-2). One young Chinese pastor was so burdened he suggested to
missionary William Brewster that they should also pray for a revival in Hinghwa. The
missionary, however, did not share the young pastor's enthusiasm. According to
Brewster (1909:3), the young pastor prayed and fasted "behind closed doors" on his own
for two straight days.
The same pastor who prayed for revival led services on Thursday evening and
then on Good Friday. He preached simple messages recounting agonizing moments of

Sung told his Fuzhou audience in 1937 that his father named him Shang lie, because God had intended
right from the beginning to call him to be a preacher of the Pentecost. The character "lie" is the also the
same one used for the three-character Chinese term for "Pentecost" (Sung 1937b:4). It shows again Sung's
creative tendency and penchant for seeking spiritual meaning in anything he put his mind to.
42

81

Jesus in Gethsemane and his crucifixion, each time drawing application to present-day
disciples' failure to live a life worthy of their calling. An evening service was announced
impromptu at the Good Friday meeting. More than two hundred showed up. After
another simple message was given, a Bible School student stood to share his confession.
Many were deeply gripped and sought prayer before the meeting closed. More than five
hundred showed up the next day, restitutions were made by many (Brewster 1909:1-9).
From then on, "for fifty-two days, till Tuesday after the Pentecost Sunday, two meetings
a day were continued in Hinghwa City" (Brewster 1910:4).
When the fire of revival broke out, it drew about five thousand people from all
over the province to Hinghwa city. Many dedicated themselves in loud and fervent
prayers. Restitutions were made by those who had stolen in numerous ways (Brewster
1909:5-9). A year later, Brewster (1910:7) reported that the number of Christians in
Hinghwa had increased by one thousand, amounting to about 8 percent of the Christian
population.
Like all revivals in history, this one was wrought out of prayer. Three weeks after
the event, Hinghwa missionary Miss Minnie E. Wilson received a letter from her aged
and partially invalid mother in Houston, Texas. Mrs. Sarah A. Wilson had been praying
earnestly for a revival to come to Hinghwa. In the letter dated March 23, 1909, penned
three weeks before the Hinghwa Pentecost, Mrs. Sarah A. Wilson wrote, "I have been
praying much, especially for over a year that the Spirit might be poured out in
awakening, convicting and sanctifying power. I feel like it must come for His sake. It
may come to you before my letter gets there. My soul has got so full I had to quit writing
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and praise the Lord our God, and then pray a while, before I could write more" (Brewster
1909:54-55).
Learning About Prayer and Preaching
John Sung learned the secret of prayer as a young person. He often watched how
his father prayed regularly and fervently and realized that God did really answer his
father's requests. He also observed that his father would go up to the mountain top to
spend a whole morning in prayer regularly, mostly on Saturdays. Once, when his father
could not breathe because of an asthmatic problem, John's prayer was swiftly answered
(Sung 1995a: 14-15). John Sung recounted later in his life that the importance of prayer
had been forged in his memory from his childhood days.
During his high school years, John sometimes accompanied his father in
evangelistic work. On occasions when Pastor Song had to go to the city, twelve-year-old
John would take his father's place as a preacher. He was nicknamed "Little Preacher" for
being actively involved in his father's ministry, for which he won a lot of praises. The
precocious lad showed great promise as an eloquent preacher, although he would in later
years discount this youthful zeal as merely acts of mimicry without the real essence of
life.
Youthful Aspirations
Pastor Song knew his son well. He worried that John's pride and hot temper,
traits much like his own, would make him ill-fitted for the ministry. He advised John to
advance toward a navy career instead. At that time, this would have meant a secure
career. The plan did not materialize, however, because John failed the entrance
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examination in his application to the Naval College. His dream shattered, John
concentrated on his studies and graduated from high school at the top of the class.
While he was planning on attending Nanking University, his eldest sister
suddenly fell sick and died, possibly due to Bubonic plague, which was rampant in this
region at that time. John'S younger brother came down with similar symptoms as the
deceased sister that same night, much to the terror of the family. They kept a prayer
vigil, and John secretly made a vow that he would be a preacher if God would allow the
brother to live. John's brother did recover, and he would struggle with the secret vow for
many more years to come.
Scholarship Offer from America
At about the same time, John became excited when he heard about the possibility
of attending college in United States. A lady missionary, who was not named by Sung,
saw great promise in John's future and related his story to her friend, known only as Miss
Kang in Beijing, who had some connection in the United States (Sung 1995a:28-29). A
few months later, a letter brought good news. Ohio Wesleyan University would offer
Sung a free tuition scholarship. On top of that, the American missionary stationed in
Beijing was preparing to return home to Delaware, Ohio, where the university was
located. She promised to help John secure a part-time job and help him settle down. It
was great news indeed (Sung 1995a:29).
The problem now was for John's family to raise enough money for the trip.
Pastor Song worried that he had no way to pay for John's passage to America. But when
word got around that John was preparing for gospel service, a number of Pastor Song's
former students volunteered to loan him the necessary amount. So everything was taken
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care of, and John Sung set out for America. John Sung and his travel companions were
accompanied by missionaries Rev. F. Stanley Carson and Mrs. Elizabeth Brewster to
Shanghai, where they were to sail for America. On March 10, 1920, the eighteen-yearold sailed on the S.S. Nile for the New World from Shanghai. On his immigration
papers, the plan for his education in the United States was: "will pursue a theological
course at Ohio Wesleyan University" (National Archives 1926).
Sung's pursuit of higher education in America was largely made possible by the
Methodist Episcopal Mission. In his immigration papers, Sung's application for a
student's visa was "vouched by the Principal of the high school and by Bishop Lewis of
the Methodist Episcopal Church" (National Archives 1926).
What an adventure it was for an eighteen-year-old Chinese, whose limited spoken
English was not easily understood, when he arrived a little dazed in San Francisco April
12, 1920. Like most new arrivals in the land of opportunities, Sung must have been
apprehensive and excited at the same time, with all the possibilities lying ahead.
Little did he know that he would "lose his faith,,43 toward the end of his American
sojourn, though he had envisioned his return to China as a Christian minister. Yet, it
would be here in the U.S. that John Sung the evangelist was decidedly commissioned.
The next seven years would chart the course of Sung's future work and be foundational
shaping years of one of the key figures of Chinese Christianity in the twentieth century.

43 John Sung often said he had lost his Christian faith by the time he acquired his doctoral degree, and
especially after his enrollment at Union Theological Seminary in New York (Sung 1937a:54).
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New Life in the New World (1920-1927)
Like thousands of Chinese immigrants before him, John Sung disembarked at
Angel Island in San Francisco Bay for health inspections and all immigration and
customs procedures. He quickly made his way to Delaware, Ohio.
A Stranger in a Strange Place
When Siong-Ceh Sang (as he was initially known in the United States)44 arrived
at Ohio Wesleyan University in April 1920, the school boasted its biggest intake of new
students, with 515 freshmen out of a total of 1,419 students (Ohio Wesleyan University
1921 :207). The school long claimed to be the "West Point of Missions" (Hubbart
1943:321) was no stranger to Chinese Methodists. Many Methodist missionaries in
China had strong ties to the school. Notable among them was James Whitford Bashford,
who was elected bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church residing in China in 1904,
having served as president of Ohio Wesleyan for sixteen years (Hubbart 1943:95; Lacy
1948:103).
As early as the 1860s, Chinese students had ventured overseas for higher
education. While the Qing Government experimented in sending students abroad to
acquire advanced Western learning, many were sponsored by missionary agencies. After
all, it also made good deputation to showcase the fruit of their labor. At the turn of and
into the early part of twentieth century, Chinese youths went abroad for further studies

44 Siong-Ceh Sang, John Sung's name as appeared in his visa and immigration papers. It was a direct
transliteration from the Hinghwa dialect using Romanized spelling. He kept this original format originally,
as recorded in the students' list in Ohio Wesleyan University Catalogs in 1920 and 1921. Somewhere
through 1922, he switched to using "Sung," which is the more commonly used for most Chinese with that
last name. Also, when pronounced as a past participle of "sing," it sounded closest to how the last name is
said in his dialect. He used "Sung" from then on throughout his life, except when his name is recorded in
the Methodist Episcopal Church back in his hometown. Incidentally, he was also briefly known as "Sun
J eh Sung" in college between 1921 and 1922 (see Le Bijou 1921: 141, 220; Le Bijou 1922: 151, 238).
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with a deep patriotic sense. They vowed to return to contribute to the building of new
China with their acquired Western learning. 45
Both the Methodist Episcopal Mission and the Methodist Episcopal South
Mission aggressively sent out promising Chinese youths to study in America. As far as it
can be ascertained, the earliest Chinese Methodist studied in the United States in the
1880s. Several from the Foochow and Hinghwa Conferences were sent to Ohio
Wesleyan University. A Miss Hu King-Eng arrived in Delaware, Ohio in 1884 under the
sponsorship of the Methodist Episcopal Mission in Foochow. 46 Another Chinese
alumnus of Ohio Wesleyan, William Hung Ye, also from Foochow, graduated three years
before John Sung's arrival in America. Hung went on to study at Columbia University
and would later become a professor at Yen ching (Yanjing) University in Beijing and a
respected Chinese historian (Fairbank and Feurwerker 1986:377; Tung 1921:46).
Norman Vincent Peale was a graduating senior when John Sung arrived at Ohio
Wesleyan, although Sung made no mention of him (Balmer 2002:442-443; also see
OWU 1920: 181). Both would become famous preachers in their own right, but probably
neither of them would have found the other's theological views agreeable.
John Sung arrived on American soil at a most opportune time. The postwar 1920s
were dubbed the "golden twenties," with abundance of opportunities, and for some,
riches. At the same time, the China that John Sung left was in flux, both politically and

In Patriots or Traitors: A History ofAmerican-Educated Chinese Students, Stacey Bieler shows that
since the 1860s, young Chinese intellectuals were possessed with a deep desire to build up their country.
Interestingly, from 1905 to 1932, a significantly high percentage of Chinese students in America entered
into various engineering and science-related fields, reaching a peak in the 1920s (Bieler 2004:63-264; 389).
46 Miss Hu became one of the earliest Chinese women to received a medical degree from America, along
with Mary Stone (Shi Meiyu), Ida Kahn (Kang Cheng), and Li Bi-Cu, all of them products of the Methodist
missionary effort in China. See NY T 1884:5; Lacy 1948:178, 180; Kwok 1998:354, 618. Slightly earlier,
Jin Yamei ofNingbo was sent by the Presbyterian Mission to America in 1881, who returned to China in
1888 having earned her medical degree (Ling Long 1937:331-332.)
45
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culturally. The students in China were not spared, as they were embroiled in affairs of
the country and thus constantly distracted from their studies. Student demonstrations and
protests were rampant with the rising sentiment of nationalism. This same period was the
peak of political activities and social tunnoil.
John Sung's new adventure in America was full of twists and turns, much like the
rest of his life. "A stranger in a strange land" sums up Sung's feeling when he first
arrived in America (Sung 1955:55). Everything was different in this new land, and often,
the young lad would become homesick. After all, here was a young nineteen-year-old,
finding himself as far as he could be from home. Like ancient poets, he could only look
to the moon to express his longing for the loved ones in faraway China. The consolation
though, the Christian community in Delaware, Ohio, was a wann and welcoming one.
Especially so the worship services, which used the same worship fonnat, with the same
hymns, just as they were used back home, only these were in English.
Also, two of John Sung's boyhood friends, Edward and Raymond Brewster, were
attending Ohio Wesleyan at the time. The Brewster boys were sons of Mrs. Elizabeth
Brewster, pioneer missionary to Hinghwa along with her late husband, Rev. Harold
Brewster. They were the only persons on campus who could converse with John in his
Hinghwa dialect, even though there were five other Chinese students on campus. The
awkward part, it turned out, was that John had to speak with the Chinese in English
because they were from provinces in Northern China and John Sung himself did not
speak fluent Mandarin. 47

47 The 1921 Catalog of Ohio Wesleyan University shows that including missionary kids, there were a total
of 10 students from China (OWU 1921 :235-281).
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A Self-Supported Student
However, John Sung did not have much time to socialize. When he arrived at
Delaware, Ohio on April 20, 1920, John had only six dollars left in his pocket. He was
shocked to find the missionary who initially planned to meet him in Delaware had a
change in plan and would not be able to arrange help. Although he received free tuition
scholarship from the college, he needed to have at least a dollar every day to pay for food
and lodging. John immediately went to YMCA's employment office to inquire about a
job opening but was turned away because of his poor command of English. After much
searching, he eventually landed a janitorial job at a fabric store in town, making twentyfive cents an hour.
Since John Sung arrived at the school in the middle of a semester, he took some
classes for two months before the summer break rolled around. He made up his mind to
earn and save enough money for the next school year. That summer, John's search for
job led him to nearby Mansfield, a larger city about 84 kilometers (52 miles) northeast of
Delaware. Here, he found a day-time custodial job at Southern Hotel, which also
provided food and lodging besides paying him twenty seven dollars a month. Knowing
he needed to earn and save as much as possible, he also took up night-shift work at the
Westinghouse Electric and Manufacturing Company. The Mansfield Westinghouse
plant, established in 1918, was then the largest manufacturer of electrical appliances in
Ohio (Ohio AHS 1946:292). John worked eleven hours each weeknight, making fortyfive cents an hour. When the manager found out John was in college preparing to be a
preacher, he was assigned to a more demanding department, which paid a dollar an hour
(Sung 1995a:35-36).
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John wrote to assure his parents of his well-being and that he was getting
physically stronger working two jobs at the same time: "I now worked daily at a
manufacturing plant from six o"clock in the evening to five thirty in the morning. And
then from two to five o'clock in the afternoon, I work as a janitor in the Southern Hotel,
where the kind Christian owners provided free lodging and three meals" (Sung 1995a:7).
By the end of summer, John Sung had six hundred dollars in his pocket and was
ready to put all his energies into school work. The. first order of business, though, was to
make petition to complete the four-year course in three and to formally switch from
studying theology to a major in science.
Top Student at Ohio Wesleyan University
John Sung approached President John Hoffman on the first day of school,
September 15, 1920. He explained that since his family could not support him
financially, it would be beneficial to shorten the length of his studies as much as possible.
And with Ohio Wesleyan's new change to allow more elective courses by cutting Latin
and Mathematics from the prescribed requirements, John Sung reasoned, he could
complete the required 120 credit hours in three years. His request was met with a snarl
and unsympathetic reply. Due to his poor command of English, Sung should be happy to
finish in five years instead. However, upon seeing Sung's determined persistence, the
president added that he would reconsider the case if John made top grades in the first
semester.
This young man with a strong ego was deeply hurt, yet he was also hopeful. He
made up his mind to make it happen, the price notwithstanding. He excelled and did
extremely well. By the of the first school year, John was at the head of the class, making
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A's in all subjects except French (B+) in the fIrst semester and English (B) in the second
semester. For the course on "Astronomy," he received an A+ for a perfect score at the
exam while nine of out ten of his classmates received less than 70% (Song 2006: 15-16).
The professors were surprised and amazed at Sung's academic performance in school.
The faculty voted that he could complete college in three years on condition that he
maintained good grades in the next two years.
John Sung was elated on hearing the good news. However, it meant he would
need to work extra hard at school and at work. He immediately set out to plan and write
out a budget for the next two years while searching for job availabilities.
A Challenging Summer in 1921
Little did John Sung know that it would tum out to be a very trying summer in
1921. His older brother, Shanglian, had just arrived to study at the same school. John
had in the previous year encouraged his brother to join him, as he found it possible to
self-support through working after school. They could share living quarters and save on
food too. But to their dismay, it was much harder to fInd work in 1921, as America was
facing an economic downturn. John felt responsible for his brother, and he needed to
make sure they had suffIcient funds for the coming school year.
Unfortunately, it was at this time that John Sung became seriously ill. He had just
begun working at a machinery plant and was still seeking additional work when he was
struck with a severe fever. For several months, there had been discomfort whenever he
had a bowel movement. His malady became increasingly painful and messy, but John
would not think of visiting the doctor. He must save every penny for the fall semester,
for himself and his brother.
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It was only when the pain became unbearable and upon the insistence of his

friends that John finally went to the hospital. The diagnosis was anal fistula that required
immediate surgery.48 Even at this juncture, Sung still hesitated before fmally consenting
to go through the operation, all the time minding the medical cost.
Before the surgery, however, John Sung's mind was preoccupied with something
else. He was gripped with the ominous thought of death. He even penned a final
farewell to his parents. Maybe this was due to physical exhaustion, having been
tormented by pain for such a long time. Or perhaps it was simply a sense of emotional
loneliness in a strange land. In any case, this would be the first time he faced a major
surgery when the doctor would apply general anesthesia to make him unconscious.
The surgery was a success, and John Sung was discharged from the hospital in
less than two weeks. He did not need to worry about the medical bills, as an anonymous
person had already paid for the surgery in full (Sung 1962b:92). But the bad news,
according to the medical opinion of the doctor, was that Sung's fistula would stay with
him all his life and needed regular medical attention. And Sung wrote, "Whenever I
overexerted myself, or when I become overly anxious, the problem would return to cause
knife-piercing pains. And when I was in America, I have to endure the painful episodes
several times a month, each time my crying was accompanied by tears, sweat, and blood"
(Sung 1995a:40-41).

48 In John Sung's autobiography, he simply used a Chinese word that could mean "ulcer" or "abscess" that
developed in the rectal area, without elaboration. Some have followed Yih-Ling Liu to say Sung had
"hemorrhoid" problem (see Liu 1962:43; 1995:14; Song 1995:8,2006:17). But in Sung's diary kept when
he was at the Bloomingdale Hospital, it was mentioned on several occasions that doctors had to surgically
work on his fistula problem (Sung 1927). William E. Schubert, China missionary who enjoyed a long-term
relationship with Sung, also mentioned that Sung had "fistula" (Schubert 1976:41).
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Indeed, the pain from anal fistula accompanied John Sung throughout his life.
Later on, Sung referred to it as "the thermometer of my health" and at another time called
it "the tunnel.,,49 The problem was probably compounded when John did not seek further
medical help because of financial concerns or other reasons. He identified it as his "thorn
in the flesh," to remind him of his own iniquities and to submit himself to God in total
humility, so that his own pride would constantly be in check through his weakness (Sung
1995a:40-41). It would eventually lead to an early demise.
The sophomore year was challenging, both physically and emotionally, for John
Sung. He had become more pessimistic and gloomy since his illness in the summer. The
changing color on the autumn leaves only added to his sense of moroseness and
homesickness.
The only respite for John, it seemed, was when he could get away from his studies
and work. He joined the Gospel Team of the school to work in different churches during
breaks and holidays. Although he had given up theological studies for science, John
actually enjoyed being involved in that ministry. He especially liked it when he could
speak in front of an eager audience, who probably equally enjoyed the rare sight of a
yellow-skinned young man in rural Ohio. And much like when he was in Hinghwa, John
Sung relived the "Little Pastor" part once again, only this time, the audience was fairskinned white folks in the Ohio countryside.

49 When Sung was admitted to the Bloomingdale Hospital in 1927, he was well cared for medically.
Doctors had to help relieve his pain surgically about once a month during his first three months at the
hospital. He wrote in his diary on February 28, 1927 that the fistula was examined in the "operation" room,
and said "fistula has so far been the thermometer of my health for five years. The fistula was filled up
whenever my health was in poor shape. It was well examined and washed today." Next, on March 2, 1927,
"At 4 o'clock, Doctor came and opened the fistula for me. It was then a great relief." Another time, on
March 26, he said, "The tunnel was violently opened by Doctor and we learned the value offasting as the
means of strengthening to faith." (Sung 1927: February 28, March 2; March 26).
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Arranged Marriage "Proposal"
Unlike the first year, he did not make enough money before the fall semester
started. Sung was forced to seek part-time work, mostly at odd jobs to pay for daily
needs, all the while with physical pains associated with anal fistula. These odd jobs
included janitorial work like mopping the floor and carpet cleaning or dish washing at
restaurants.
But financial strains and heavy study loads were not the only things John Sung
had to worry about. A letter he received from home in the spring of 1922 brought
perplexing news. In accordance to traditional custom, Pastor Song Xuelian, John's
father, had already made preliminary arrangement for young Sung's future marriage.
Father sent along a photograph of a young lady, Miss Yu, telling him about her life and
the arranged marriage. John Sung was shocked beyond words. The twenty-year-old was
in a dilemma. It would not be appropriate to go against his parents' wish. Turning it
down would make his parents lose face. But he had never thought about marriage at such
a young age. Moreover, he had many other things to worry about, such as school work
and financial needs. In his reply, John expressed his surprise and diplomatically
explained that a young person ought to worry more about how to contribute to the
country before his personal needs. In short, he wanted to establish himself before
considering marriage (Song 2006: 19).
Several months lapsed before John Sung finally agreed to the proposed marriage.
His reply to his parents was sent August 22, 1922, four to five months after he first
learned about it. Pastor Song must have written again in the interim to try to convince the
son to go along with the arranged marriage. John's reply hinted that the parents could
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have been worrying he might make a bad choice in marriage and, worse yet, marry a
"foreign lady," thereby deciding not to return home again.
With this issue settled, John had to get ready for the new school term and to face
his final year in college. The third year was the busiest of all, especially the last
semester. Sung would need to make up all 120 credit hours in order to graduate. And for
the final year, Sung had to spend many hours conducting experiments in the laboratory.
But now, his social circles widened. He was invited to picnics and various gatherings
during weekends. Sung continued to enjoy gospel team sorties to nearby towns with his
schoolmates. He was especially impressed with the host families who showed him great
hospitality.
Earns His Way Through College in Three Years
Good news came his way three months before graduation. Sung was elected to
the prestigious Phi Beta Kappa Society in March of 1923, for which he received a gold
key (Le Bijou 1923:30, 74). The news quickly spread through the country, where
newspapers carried it under the title, "EARNS HIS WAY THROUGH OHIO
WESELYAN" with the following on March 27, 1923:
Delaware, Mar. 27 - Earning every cent of his college expenses, cooking
his own meals, and completing the four year course in three years, Siong Ceh
Sung, Fukien, China, has just been elected to Phi Beta Kappa at Ohio Wesleyan
University.
Among the some 700 Ohio Wesleyan students who have been elected to
Phi Beta Kappa, Sung is the third Chinese.
He came to Ohio Wesleyan direct from his native land, able to speak
broken English but knowing nothing of American customs. In spite of his many
handicaps Sung has made such remarkable academic progress that many a grayhaired professor at Ohio Wesleyan declares with impressive conviction when
Sung's name is mentioned, "He is one of the keenest men intellectually that ever
came to Wesleyan."
Sung's one great desire is to go on to medical school. His father is one of
the greatest native Christian evangelists in China, but consequently is too poor to
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help him. The young Chinaman's ambition is to become a medical missionary to
his own people but he is unable to get funds for his preparation.
Sung is pushing aside opportunities offered him in chemistry in which he
is somewhat [an] expert and reaching out toward the realization of his ambition.
Ohio Wesleyan officials are trying to help him to find a way to finance a medical
education. (Hamilton Evening Journal 1923:7)
Siong-Ceh Sung (John Sung), the young Chinaman, became a newsworthy
personality overnight, although he had long since earned his reputation on the Ohio
Wesleyan campus. The news report hinted at Sung's continued struggle in choosing
between a future in science and the gospel ministry. At this point, becoming a medical
missionary seemed a perfect compromise.
Fellow students already recognized him as one of the brightest students. An Ohio
Wesleyan student at that time, Taneo Chiba from Nagasaki, Japan, remembered John
Sung as "a super smart, outstanding student known by everyone on campus" who would
have a promising career in science. 50 Another OWU graduate of that time, Yu Mengling
(Yu Monglin) of Nan chang, also said that Sung was a bright student who "graduated at
the head of the class" (Schubert 1983: 113).
50 When the script of John Sung's Life Story was published in Taiwan Church News (Tiii-oiin Kim-hoe
Kong-po) in 1963-1964 in consecutive issues (see Taiwan Church News, October 1963 to February 1964,
Issues Nos. 919-921, 922, 924-928), a reader, Jiayin Kang, who had attended Sung's meetings in 1935
wrote to the editor, whose letter was published alongside the script. Kang said. "I was deeply touched by
Dr. Sung's ministry but had certain doubts about his great achievements as a student, as well as his ability
to complete college ahead of time. Then unexpectedly, the answer was found. I hope my account will
clarify for your readers who might have similar doubts as I did. I visited a church in Nagasaki, Japan in the
winter of 1939. I had with me my Bible, a hymnal, as well as a copy of Sermons ofJohn Sung with his
photo at the back cover. On that day, a Japanese Methodist pastor, Rev. Taneo Chiba sat next to me. Right
after the service, the pastor asked, 'What is that book?' I answered, 'a collection of sermons of a Chinese
preacher.' He looked at the picture and said next, 'he looks familiar, could it be Dr. Sung?' Surprised, I
replied, 'Yes, indeed. Do you know him?' He answered, 'Sure, he and I were schoolmates in college in
America, but he studied chemistry while I studied theology.' Then I asked, 'Was he a smart student?' He
answered, 'Wow, this man was super smart, and well known by everyone on campus. He worked hard to
support himself and stilI finished at the top of the whole school, truly an outstanding person. By the way,
what important government office has he occupied since his return to China?' I answered, 'No, he did not
join the government, but is now a famous preacher in China, and this book here contains his messages.'
Rev. Chiba commented, 'It's really strange how God uses his people, that a chemist (scientist) could
become a preacher!' Unfortunately, Rev. Chiba was wounded by the explosion of the atomic bomb on
August 9, 1945, and died subsequently." Taneo Chiba can be found as a member of the Cosmopolitan Club
in 1922 and 1924 issues of Ohio Wesleyan University Year Book, Le Bijou.
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At graduation on June 13, 1923, John Sung again caught much of the attention.
He earned his Bachelor of Arts degree with highest honor. He also received a cash prize
award as top student in chemistry. Newspapers across the country flashed his photograph
and again reported on a self-supported Chinese student who completed college with
flying colors, all in three years (Sung 1995a: 50).
Having earned his academic honors, John Sung was now at a crossroad. Four
possibilities opened up before him. First, the University of Minnesota offered him a
teaching fellowship with an annual stipend of $700. Second, a generous sponsor agreed
to provide a thousand dollars per year for him to study at Harvard Medical School.
Third, an offer came from Ohio State University with a scholarship of $300. And finally,
someone who had heard of his initial plan of becoming a preacher offered to sponsor him
to graduate studies at a seminary.
John chose to study at Ohio State in order to stay close to his brother, who was
studying at Ohio Wesleyan University in Delaware, Ohio. Yet even after he made up his
mind, John's heart still found no peace. Sung described his restlessness,
Although it was a glorious time for me just then, yet, I do not know why, there
was no peace whatsoever in my heart. At times it was all dark in front of me and
I wept. My heart was constantly bursting out in a cry of repining. Others could
not make it out and I myself was not clear about it. I only knew that time and
again, grief was pressing heavily upon me. (Sung 1936:55; 1995a:51)
It seemed strange that a high-achieving young person should become so depressed

after winning academic honors and heading for what looked to be a bright future. Was
this not the same determined, energetic youth who pushed himself through college in
three short years? Was this not he who wished to succeed in chemistry and now won the
top prizes? While young Sung could not explain his restlessness then, it nevertheless will
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be important for us to probe deeper after we look at what happened next in John Sung's
life.
Lake Geneva Student Conference, 1923
In an effort to help ease his despondent spirit, Sung and a good friend left town to

attend the Lake Geneva Student Conference in Wisconsin. It was organized under the
auspices of the Y.M.C.A., which attracted students from across the country. The scenery
at the conference site was spectacular, but the conference itself was unattractive to Sung.
He was especially unhappy about the lack of spiritual emphasis in the conference
program, where students mostly held lengthy discussions on extracurricular activities in
America (Chiao 1923:1; Sung 1995a:53). He did, however, venture to a hill by the lake
to read the Bible and pray. There, he immersed himself in the Gospel accounts of the
feeding of the five thousand. He focused his keen imagination on the offering of the
young lad who presented the five loaves and two fish to the Master. John said he
received spiritual insight, in that one ought to present oneself wholly to God. He saw
spiritual meanings in what the boy presented to Jesus. In corresponding to the human
body, the five loaves representing the five organs, five senses, five digits on each limb;
and the two fish for two ears, two eyes, two hands, and two legs. For John, this
symbolized an offering of the whole person. He got the meaning that if one was willing
to offer oneself fully and wholly to God, God would transfonn the offering into greater
blessing for many others. That spiritual lesson was the most important message he
received. He would often retell the message later on in his ministry (Sung 1995a:55-56).
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Science, Religion, and Student Activism
When John Sung returned to Ohio, he got busy searching for jobs once again.
Unfortunately, he came down with a lung-related illness with severe cough, probably
some form of bronchitis or pneumonia. He went to work as a farm helper, hoping the
fresh air in the countryside would do him good. But he soon saw that he was not made
for farm work and did not care to listen to the owner's verbal abuse. He left after three
weeks before he even received the pay. He then worked at a restaurant, where he spent
all day washing dishes. It was a tough and dirty job, and the supervisor was an
overbearing person who treated him like a slave. He left after two weeks. Once more, he
left without getting his pay.
After that, John found another job, this time cutting grass by the road side. He
worked eight hours each weekday, making forty-five cents per hour. It meant working
under the scorching sun most of the time. Still, John also regained his health, together
with getting the hard-earned wages.
Summer over, John moved to Columbus, Ohio, to enroll in the fall of 1923 as a
graduate student at Ohio State University. According to the 1924 OSU Catalog, he
majored in organic chemistry with a minor in physical chemistry for his Masters of
Science in chemistry degree.
The choice of studying chemistry was no accident. In the 1920s, chemistry was at
the forefront of scientific research. 5 I A report on doctorates conferred by American
universities showed that chemistry was the most popular field of study among scientists

51 Curt Suplee, an award-winning science writer and editor at the Washington Post, notes that, "chemical
research spread its wings in the 20 th century as advances allowed scientists to form precise descriptions of
atomic bonds" (Suplee 2000:226). Notable advances in chemistry in the 1930s include the production of
nylon and polyethylene based on polymer technology, as well as chlorofluorocarbons as refrigerant (Suplee
2000:226-227).
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(Hull and West 1927:3). More than a quarter of all doctoral degrees were awarded in
Chemistry during the 1920s. The same study showed that in 1926, the year Sung earned
his doctorate, a whopping 235 out of 740 new Ph.D.s earned their degrees in the field of
chemistry. The number was especially impressive when one looks at the first and second
runners-up, in "physics" and "botany," with 76 and 67 doctorates, respectively.
Upon his move to Columbus, John attended the Indianola Methodist Episcopal
Church,52 which was located right at the edge of Ohio State University. The senior
pastor, Rev. Gilbert S. Cox, was an active member of the Methodist Federation for Social
Service and a leader in social justice issues.
At this church, John Sung made acquaintance with the newly arrived assistant
pastor, Rev. Wilbur H. Fowler, who happened to be an alumnus of Ohio Wesleyan
University (Zanesville Signal 1924:15; Times Recorder 1925:3). As John Sung's life
story unfolds, we will see Rev. Fowler again at two critical junctures of Sung's life.
President of the Cosmopolitan Club. Sung became an active student in Ohio
State's vast campus of over ten thousand students- then the fifth largest university in the
United States (Meng 1925:4). In the fall semester of 1923, Sung was elected president of
the Cosmopolitan Club,53 which bore the motto, "Above all nations is humanity." The

52 The name ofthis church was changed in 1976 to Summit United Methodist Church after a merger of
three entities: Ohio State University Wesley Foundation, Indianola Methodist, and University Church (see
Summit United Methodist Church n.d.)
53 According to John Sung's autobiography, in Chinese, he became the president of the "Organization for
International Students." The phrase was translated differently in Sung's English biographies, but none
correctly. Most translated it as "International Students' Association" (Lyall 1956:25); "International
Relations Students Society" (Sung 1936:63, Tipson's translation); "Foreign Students' Club" (Sung 1955:56,
Florence Logan's translation). My research shows that John Sung was actually president of the local
"Cosmopolitan Club,' an organization that was established in many campuses since 1903. According to Dr.
L. H. Pammel, president of the Association of Cosmopolitan Clubs of America, "The object of the
Association shall be the development in the world of the spirit of human justice, cooperation, and
brotherhood, and the desire to serve humanity unlimited by color, race, nationality, caste, or creed, by
arousing and fostering this spirit in college and university students of all nationalities. The membership of
the organization is confined to all college and university clubs and clubs made up of alumni of such college
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Cosmopolitan Club appeared in campuses across the country and internationally since the
beginning of the twentieth century. Its main purpose was to promote brotherhood and
equality among all regardless of color, race, nationality, caste, or creed among college
students (Pammel 1925 :268). The Cosmopolitan Club became a main hub for
international students who shied away from American fraternities and sororities. Under
the leadership of the local president, each club was free to conduct its programs. Dr. L.
H. Pammel, president of the Association of Cosmopolitan Clubs of America, mentioned
the main work of the club in 1925,
One of the important phases of the work of the Cosmopolitan Clubs is to put on
an entertainment once a year known as "International Night." This entertainment
is one of the best on the college campus. The whole campus catches the spirit of
Cosmopolitanism. The American students and faculty are frequently amazed at
the kind of entertainment that is presented. Several chapters use the proceeds of
this entertainment for the Foreign Student Loan Fund. This International Night
produces the best talent the foreign students possess. There is a display of the
native costumes, the method of conducting business, agriculture, and education.
(Pammel 1925:270)
However, the Cosmopolitan Club at Ohio State was in a lethargic state when Sung
took over the reins. As prescribed in club programming of the association, the first order
of business was to plan for the "International Night." Sung was able to pull together the
international community, and they presented a special concert featuring instruments from
different cultures. It was a sold-out performance which collected over one thousand
dollars. As was commonly practiced by some clubs, the money collected was used to
provide interest-free loans for international students.

and university clubs having for their object the uniting for mutual social and intellectual benefit of persons
of different nationalities" (Pammel 1925:268). By default, this club attracted the most international
students although it welcomed all, including the Americans. It was no wonder that Sung said it was an
organization comprised of international students. The Ohio State University chapter was established in
1907 (See Alfonso 1908:28-30, Pammel 1925:268-272, Lochner 1911 :439-442).
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In conjunction with the Chinese Students Club, Sung also organized an
International Thanksgiving Dinner Party in November, which was attended by students of
different nationalities. The main feature of the night was "dinner served with an egg soup
from Japan, Chow Mien from China, something from [the] Philippine[s] and mash potato
from America" (CACA 1924:7).
John Sung now seemed to be a different person from his college years, when he
had to make ends meet while trying to complete his degree in three years. At Ohio State,
Sung received a generous scholarship, which took care of his basic needs. He enjoyed
life under the limelight as an able organizer and leader in addition to pursuing his studies.
As Sung became something of a celebrity, he was frequently invited to speak to youth
groups at different churches. Over the next three years, Sung claimed that he spoke at
more than one hundred churches, and each time he was well received (Sung 1995a:65).
Around this time, John Sung was able to meet Dr. John Dewey, the educationist
well respected by Chinese youths. Dewey had toured China for an extended lecture trip
from 1909 to 1921, as discussed in Chapter 2. Sung invited Dewey to speak at the
Cosmopolitan Club on educational issues in China (Song 2006: 15). Having lived in
China for slightly over two years, Dewey knew the situation well. Since Dr. Hu Shih,
one of the key leaders in the New Renaissance movement in China, was a student of John
Dewey, the guest speaker commanded a welcome hearing by the Chinese students at the
club.
In spite of his heavy extracurricular activities, John Sung continued to excel in his
studies. For his degree requirement, he spent long hours in the chemistry laboratory. He
wrote a thesis titled, "The preparation of primary alcohols by the action of Grignard's
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reagents on olefine oxides. A contribution to the mechanism of the Grignard's reaction"
(Sung 1924). On June 10, 1924, John Sung received the Master of Science degree. He
was elected a member of Sigma Xi of the Scientific Research Society, which boasts of
more than 200 Nobel Prize winners amongst its members in 2009 (Makio 1926:385;
Sigma Xi n.d.). Members of the Sigma Xi Society were "elected primarily upon the basic
of ability to extend the bounds of scientific and engineering knowledge and achievement"
(Makio 1927:422). Sung also won a gold key as a member of the Sigma Xi Society.
Now, with at least two golden keys swinging on his suit, John Sung said he commanded
attention even from passers-by on the street (1995a:60), which he greatly enjoyed.
Aiming for a Doctorate in Chemistry
John Sung set his eyes on the next target, a doctorate in chemistry. He faced a big
hurdle in one of the qualifying entrance requirements, namely, his deficiency in the
German language, since he had only acquired French in college. In order to prepare for
the proficiency test, Sung locked himself up for two months to study German on his own.
He tested himself until he was able to understand chemistry terminology in German. For
the entrance examination, the professor handed him a German publication on chemistry
to be translated into English, which John did successfully. John Sung was jubilant upon
hearing the congratulatory remarks from the examining professor, who reckoned that
Sung must have studied the German language for years to have achieved that level of
fluency. More than happy to be admitted to the doctoral program, Sung nevertheless felt
he had inadequately studied the German language.
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John Sung the Student Activist
During the doctoral years, Sung continued to engage in extracurricular activities
whenever he could step away from the laboratory. Following the principles of the
Cosmopolitan Club, he was an eager advocate for racial equality on campus. Wielding
his continuing leadership position in the Club, Sung mobilized his fellow comrades into
action to bridge the racial gaps between the Anglo and African American students on
campus. What better way to do it than to hold a banquet to celebrate the brotherhood of
all humanity. Sung initiated the program by contributing fifty dollars of his own and
inviting likeminded friends to join in the effort. The Anglo students paid fifty cents each
while the African Americans were admitted free of charge.
On the day of the banquet, February 7, 1925, the organizers arranged the dining
tables into the shape that resembles the Chinese character for love (Song 2006:27).
Seating was arranged with black and white students intermingled, each one seated next to
a student of the other race. Sung said this was an unprecedented first for the students.
Afterward, a speech on the theme on brotherly love in Christ was presented.
Following the success of the first banquet, a series of monthly interracial meetings
were conducted. During each meeting, the meal was followed by special talks on issues
related to improving the livelihood and better treatments of the blacks. This was an
innovative and bold move during a time when segregation was common in most public
areas. In 1925, there were still Ohio State campus organizations that would not admit
black students, and this was true also for all the restaurants in the city (Giffin 2005: 135).
The interracial program that Sung and his Cosmopolitan Club friends initiated
caught the attention of The Southern Workman, a periodic publication of the Hampton
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Institute (now Hampton University), which focused on cultural issues relating to the
African American and Native American communities. In reporting on interracial
relationships in Columbus, Ohio, the writer mentioned the OSU interracial program's
close ties with Indianola Methodist Episcopal Church, Sung's home church in Columbus:
There is being conducted under the auspices of the Student Center of the
Indianola Methodist Episcopal Church (white) an interracial forum composed of
about three hundred students from the Ohio State University - white, Negro and
other colored races, 14 nationalities in all - who meet at monthly intervals for the
purpose of promoting racial co-operation and understanding among the students
of the University. (Allen 1926: 169)
Worth noting here is that the report on the number of nationalities and interval of
meetings match John Sung's narrative (1995a:59, 63). What Sung did not mention, but
told by the Southern Workman author, was the active sponsorship of the Indianola
Methodist Episcopal Church. Reportedly, Rev. Gilbert Cox was a recognized leader who
championed racial harmony in Columbus (Allen 1926:162-163). This added information
suggests the strong advisory role of the pastor in Sung's involvement in promoting
interracial meetings.
On the other hand, the Southern Workman article did note that up to "a few years
ago it was impossible to get a meeting of white and colored citizens with any appreciative
number of white people in attendance." It went on to mention a "fifty-fifty attendance of
people" was achieved when the OSU program was introduced (Allen 1926: 169).
The campus program promoting racial harmony and understanding brought much
pUblicity and even media attention, especially with three hundred students in regular
attendance. Sung reported he was featured in newspapers often. One of the highlights of
these events was speeches given by special speakers. For the talks, Sung invited wellknown personalities. The guest speakers' list included Dr. Eli Stanley Jones, missionary
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statesman, and Dr. Harry F. Ward, founding secretary of the Methodist Federation for
Social Service (later Methodist Federation for Social Action) and chairman of the
American Civil Liberties Union. 54
In the May 1925 issue of C.S.C.A. Fellowship Notes, published by the Chinese
Student Christian Association in North America, the correspondent reported on the effort
to bridge racial gap in the Ohio campus. The reporter portrayed Sung as "an enthusiastic
supporter of the Inter-[R]acial Council of the university" (Meng 1925:4-5).
Incidentally, one of the Chinese students at Ohio State with Sung was a sociology
major who did extensive research on racism and racial equality. Charles Ling Wu (Wu
Zelin) was a doctoral student whose 1927 dissertation topic was "Attitudes toward
Negroes, Jews, and Orientals in the United States." Since both John Sung and Charles
Ling Wu were members of the Chinese Society on campus, they likely received
inspiration from each other, as well as collaborating together in the Inter-Racial Council.
In his dissertation, Wu mentioned that a respondent from an unidentified Mid-West
university reported that, "[the] Interracial council is the only organization that definitely
takes up the campus race problem

It has been here only for two years and those

years were dominated by a personality that was not a student's" (Wu 1927:73-74). The
unidentified University could well be Ohio State, or at least representative of it. Dr.
Charles Wu Zelin returned to China in 1928 and was a pioneering figure in Chinese
academia in studies on race, minority groups, and racial equality. 55

54 Dr. Harry F. Ward (1873-1967) was a controversial figure in American Protestantism. An active
proponent of the social gospel, Ward's increasing lean towards leftist ideas led him to be a sympathizer of
conununisffi. He was professor at Boston University (19l3-1918) and Union Theological Seminary in New
York (1918-1941). He was also chairman of the American Civil Liberties Union, 1920-1940 (Douglas
1991 :861-862; also see Duke 2003).
55 See "the Question of Race" in Ye 2001:81-113.
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The racial harmony effort on the OSU campus was picked up by a scholar who
looked at racism in Ohio during the early 1920s. William Wayne Giffm, professor of
history at Indiana State University and author of African Americans and the Color Line in
Ohio, 1915-1930, noted in his book the formation of the "Inter-Racial Council" at Ohio
State University in the 1920s, though Sung was not named. Giffin's study showed that
while racialism and prejudice were prevalent in colleges and universities across Ohio,
"some color line breakthroughs were made" at Ohio State University during the 1920s
(Giffin 2005: 134). One would wonder if Sung and his colleagues might have contributed
to the change, or was their effort simply a product of the time. In any case, Sung's
initiatives show his passion at this time, thereby also giving a glimpse into his
transformation and change in worldview.
According to Sung, it was he who initiated the inter-racial meetings at Ohio State
University, and he noted in 1933 that what was done at Ohio State was soon duplicated in
other American campuses (Sung 1995a:63-64). We can now see that Sung was one of
the earlier champions of racial equalities on campus, even though a foreigner. In the
context of the 1920s, the Inter-Racial Council at Ohio State put into practice what others
merely paid lip service to. It was by no means a full scale movement, but it did strike at
the heart strings of the Post-World War I American ideals of human rights and equality.
The Ohio State initiative in promoting racial harmony caught national attention in
December 1925. Miss Marian Warner of Ohio State University described the InterRacial Council at the Interdenominational Student Conference held at Evanston, Illinois,
which was attended by 900 participants, representing nearly 200 colleges and
universities. Warner reported the encouraging results they had witnessed in less than a
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year of the organization's existence. One of the happy news was how an African
American student experienced specific change in his attitude towards faith and humanity
since his associating with the group. Warner related the story:
A young colored man said: "I came up from the South expecting to find things
different here. I had been a Christian in the South, but after the treatment I got
here I decided there were no Christian people anywhere, and I was about to give
up Christianity until I was called into this Inter-Racial Council and realized there
were a few people on the Ohio State campus who were willing to show the spirit
of Jesus Christ. I have gone back to my form of belief and have strengthened my
feeling that Jesus really means something." (Warner 1926:94)
The report of Marian Warner must have fallen on welcoming ears. At the end of
the conference, the Inter-Racial Council of Ohio State University was specifically
recognized and applauded when findings and suggestions were adopted by the
representatives. On issues relating to "Christianity and Race," the representatives
suggested that churches should support organizations such as the Cosmopolitan Club
financially and morally, and further,
We especially commend the work of [TJhe Inter[-RJacial Council at the Ohio
State University and recommend that such agencies be established on every
campus and in every community where there is a mixed population with the end
in view of discovering the causes of racial discrimination and obtaining an
attitude of mind which will promote better co-operation and understanding
between the races. (Religious Education Association 1926:110; also in the March
1926 issue of The Missionary Review of the Word, see Cronk 1926: 174)
When he heard these glowing commendations, Sung must have been ovetjoyed.
Sung said the newspapers reported him as a leader and initiator of the interracial
movement (1995a:64). But Sung acknowledged later in life that his involvement in the
Cosmopolitan Club drained his energies to the point that he failed to carry out all the lab
experiments to the utmost standard of precision, for which he was rebuked by his own
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conscIence. He did add, however, that he actually put in many hours past midnight,
sometimes staying up all night working on his projects in the laboratory.
Besides what he did for the Cosmopolitan Club and the Interracial Council, John
Sung was also active in church-related work. In the middle of 1925, he was appointed as
a local preacher of Indianola Methodist Episcopal Church of Columbus, Ohio. 56 Besides
regularly speaking at different churches, he was involved actively in caring for residents
of an orphanage. He raised funds among fellow students to purchase Christmas presents
for the orphans.
Sung was able to spend so much time outside his school work because he was
financially sufficient while pursuing his doctorate. He continued to receive scholarships
from the university in 1924-1925 and was a paid graduate assistant in the Chemistry
Department for 1925-1926 (Sung 1926). On top of all these, Sung's academic
achievements had already caught the attention of the Chinese government, which in tum
bestowed on him a generous scholarship.
John Sung had changed significantly compared to when he was a college student.
The change was gradual and swift at the same time. It was gradual because the change
originated when Sung first arrived in America. It was swift because Sung's worldview
was greatly changed after he got to Columbus. In his autobiographical account, Sung
commented that his efforts in leading the interracial meetings were "shrouded in
Modernist theology" (Sung 1995a:63). Looking back, Sung said, "As my ambitions were
being realized my spiritual life declined. No longer cast upon the Lord for my material
56 John Sung's daughter mistakenly stated that Sung was licensed as local preacher by a Methodist Church
(or Society) in the state ofIndiana (Song 2006:28; 2008:35). In my research, I concluded that the license
could only be given by "Indianola Methodist Episcopal Church," as this would be the church John Sung
attended, where his friend, Rev. Wilbur Fowler was assistant pastor and led a strong college ministry.
Sung's autobiography also suggested that it was a church in the place of his residence (Sung 1995b:65).
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needs I neglected prayer and Bible reading. My mind was poisoned with the social
gospel and I thought of Jesus only as a noble man whose good deeds I wished to
emulate" (Sung 1937a:56).
There was a significant influence in Sung's life that does not get mentioned in his
other biographies or anywhere else. The Rev. Gilbert S. Cox, senior pastor of Indianola
Methodist Episcopal Church, significantly contributed to Sung's activism on campus. It
was said of Rev. Cox that he had "made his pulpit the most liberal and significant in
Columbus Protestantism" (Union Theological Seminary 1927:161).57 Cox was an active
member of the Methodist Federation for Social Service. He was also a leader in the
Columbus Urban League, an organization which championed civil rights issues for
African-Americans. It was Cox who allowed the annual Columbus Urban League
meeting to be conducted at the church premises. The Columbus Urban League sponsored
several meetings, attended by both blacks and whites with no "jim-crowing," or
segregation (Allen 1926: 169).
In fact, it was with the blessing of the Indianola Methodist Episcopal Church that
Sung began the Inter-Racial Council. John Sung was under the tutelage of his pastor
when he started the interracial council, possibly, with strong financial and moral
sponsorship. At least one, if not all, of the interracial meetings were conducted at the
church building, which was located right at the edge of the campus. It was most likely
through Rev. Gilbert S. Cox that Sung became linked up with social activists such as Dr.
Harry F. Ward and the like.

Hereafter cited as UTS. Note that Gilbert S. Cox was not an alumnus of Union Seminary. The article
mentioned him as the former pastor of Indianola Methodist Episcopal Church, whose pastorate was now
assumed by Robert Leonard Tucker, a 1916 graduate of the seminary.
57
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When he looked back in 1933 to this period of his life, Sung said whatever he
worked for then was of temporary benefit to the people but had nothing to do with their
deepest soul needs in breaking the bondage of sin. In short, Sung said he was totally
without power when he embraced the "social gospel" (Sung 1995a:63).
Dr. Siong-Ceh Sung
On March 19, 1926, John Sung received his Doctor of Philosophy degree in
Chemistry. As part of the requirement for the degree, he wrote a dissertation titled, "The
Constitution ofOrgano-Magnesium Compounds and the Mechanism of Grignard
Reaction.,,58 He stated that for this research, he had "reviewed eighteen hundred journal
articles" and that, in the dissertation, "A general reaction mechanism has been evolved
and applied which serves to correlate and clarify many heretofore unrelated facts
regarding the reactions of organo magnesium halides. The results of almost three years
of experimental research are offered in support of the idea advanced" (Sung 1926: 1).
One would expect the twenty-four-year-old Sung to be exceptionally jubilant and
proud of his great accomplishments. Indeed, well-wishers came to congratulate him.
However, John Sung felt himself out of place in the midst of smiles and laughter. He
said he felt lonely, his heart filled with an indescribable sense of depression, to the point
that he was panting for breath (Sung 1995a:67). Was Sung having an anxiety attack
much like that after his first graduation in 1923? Something was amiss, but Sung himself
could not understand it.
After graduation, Sung remained as a graduate assistant in the chemistry
department. He developed a huge appetite for learning, especially in fields that he had

Sung and ten other OSU students were listed in the Doctorates Conferred in the Sciences by American
Universities 1925-1926 as recipients of doctoral degrees in that academic year (Hull and West 1927: 17).
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not touched on previously. He began to read up books on philosophy, history,
geography, sociology, economics, and microbiology. It seemed as ifhe wanted to fill
himself with all the knowledge of the world. Some friends teasingly called him "Dr.
Chop Suey," picking on his eager pursuit for knowledge of every strand. He himself
wanted to be "Doctor of All Things" (Sung 1995a:67).
Sung also became an assistant to Professor James R. Withrow, head of the
Chemical Engineering Department. Dr. Withrow's specialty was industrial chemistry,
and Sung was more than happy to get his fingers on another field of studies. Moreover,
Dr. Withrow had always showed great interest towards international students. He
actually led a Bible class for Chinese students every Sunday (Sung 1924: 1). Initially,
Sung helped Dr. Withrow in collecting and cataloging research materials related to the
science of industrial chemistry. After that, Sung was dispatched to the Ohio State
legislative office to compile legislation and law pertaining to industrial chemistry. Sung
said he was more than delighted to learn new things about law and legislation.
Bright Future Ahead
In the summer of 1926, a new opportunity came knocking, and a very tempting

one, too. Recognizing great potentials in Sung, one of his professors and mentors began
making plans to support Sung to study chemistry in Germany. This would be a chance of
a lifetime for an aspiring scientist in the field of chemistry. It was the dream of all
chemists to study in the land that produced the most number of Nobel Prize winners in
chemistry. From 1901 to 1925, nine out ofa total of22 winners of the prestigious prize
were from Germany (Ihde 1984:754).
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While he was seriously considering going to Germany, Sung received another
offer from his homeland. It was an invitation to teach organic chemistry at Peking Union
Medical College in China.
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The letter of offer mentioned the desperate need for

expertise such as Sung's in his motherland.
Suddenly, young Sung was thrown into the dilemma of having to choose between
two offers. He felt pulled by two opposing forces. He began to imagine how, in going to
Germany, he could become a top scholar while grabbing yet a few more doctorates. On
the other hand, Sung was stirred in his heart to an immediate return to China, his beloved
country. Eventually, he came up with an idea that would allow him to accomplish both.
Sung rationalized that it would be just as patriotic for him to go to Germany before a
glorious return to China. He could obtain more academic degrees and bring fame to his
own country. Or perhaps, consciously or otherwise, he was trying to forestall the
prearranged marriage he tried to avoid earlier on?
To Union Theological Seminary and New York City
One evening, Sung was alone and greatly tom, having to make one of the greatest
decisions of his life. According to Sung, at the moment he finally made up his mind to
go to Germany, a voice suddenly sprang up from deep within, "What does it profit you, if
you should gain the whole world, and lose your own soul?" Shocked stiff, John Sung
took it as a message from God, since no one was with him in the room. At this decisive
moment, Sung said he was reminded of his original objective in coming to America - to
be a preacher (Sung 1955:57).

59 The Medical College was founded in 1906 through joint effort of six missionary organizations. With
substantial personnel involvement and funds from the Rockefeller Foundation in the mid-191 Os, the
campus was further expanded and fully modernized. By 1920s, it had become a leading medical school in
Asia, destined "to become the Johns Hopkins of China" (Abend 1928:1,7; Fosdick 1989:80-92).
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The next morning, Sung's pastor, Rev. Wilbur Fowler, paid him a surprise visit.
Rev. Fowler told him, "You look more like a preacher than a scientist!" Shocked by the
unusual greeting, which he took as another reminder of his original life plan, Sung
unraveled his internal struggles. He told the pastor of his original plan and his recent
struggles all the way through to the sudden reminder last night. Rev. Fowler listened,
helped Sung sort out his troubled thoughts, and told him he might just have the answer to
solve Sung's problem. Rev. Fowler told him of a handsome scholarship to study at the
top-notch Union Theological Seminary in New York. On top of free tuition plus free
room and board, the scholarship also would provide five hundred dollars per year to the
recipient (Sung 1995a:69-70).
At a crossroad, Sung saw this as a God-sent answer. He could study theology and
at the same time gain access to the wealth of knowledge in Columbia University.
Besides, the city of New York had long cast her alluring charms on young Sung. It was
an easy decision for him to pick New York. In addition, this option gave him a way out
of the torment of having to choose between Beijing and Berlin. What Sung did not know
then, though it would become evident in a few months, was that he was actually heading
toward a bigger torment of his life. This became evident not long after his arrival in New
York City.
Having made the decision, Sung wrote his parents on June 30, 1926,
The Peking Union Medical College offered me a position as professor of organic
chemistry, with an annual remuneration of $1 ,800. But in obeying the will of the
Heavenly Father, I have declined the offer. Also, the Ohio State University
offered me ajob as a research chemist with annual salary of two thousand US
Dollars. I have firmly declined the offer as well. I received revelation to study
theology for a year at Union Theological Seminary in New York. I am willing to
give up everything to follow God's command. I ask that you will understand his
will, to encourage me in this direction. I also hope you will offer your son as a
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living sacrifice to God, and to pray fervently for him. May he bestow on me the
calling to save our country together with his divine power. (Song 2006:30-31)
However determined his home letter may be about his calling, the struggle within
Sung's heart was not fully settled. According to one who knew John Sung well, in
deciding to go to Union, John Sung was uneasy in his conscience having turned away
from his ministry calling to pursue science. Going to Union was actually a compromise
to soothe his own conscience, so that he may say, "By going to seminary, I can remain as
a Christian lay person who is also theologically equipped to help in church ministries"
(Jones 1969:21; 1974:2283). This explanation was in line with Sung's earlier aspiration
of studying medicine after college, so he could be a medical missionary.
John Sung bade farewell to Columbus and headed for New York City as autumn
painted the trees in Ohio with fiery colors. En route, he visited the Niagara Falls.
Standing before the thunderous falls, Sung was in a reflective mood. He prayed that lifegiving water would spring forth from his heart, much like the never-ending Niagara
waters (Sung 1995a:70). It was yet another hint that Sung was trying to return to his
original calling, although he admitted to his ambition of acquiring even more knowledge
by going to New York.
Internal Struggle: Science versus Religion
It will be helpful at this point to examine the intense struggles of John Sung as he

seemed to be searching for a mooring in his life before we move on to his adventures in
New York. The detour will enlighten our understanding of Sung as he moved closer to
realizing his calling in life.
Sung's many vacillations up to this point showed a deep struggle within. In one
sense, we may say that John Sung embodied the struggles of his intellectual peers. Also,
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his struggles reflected the time when youths of the world encountered unbounded
optimism presented by new discoveries in science.
John Sung had sailed for America in 1920 to pursue theological training so he
could be a Methodist preacher upon his return to China. That intent was clearly stated in
his immigration papers, as were the testimonials of the sponsors who wrote letters to the
U.S. Consulate on Sung's behalf. And it was for this purpose that former students of
Sung's father collected. traveling funds for young John so he could realize his dream.
However, as Sung progressed in his studies, he moved swiftly into the field of
science. He did not explain the reason for the change in telling his life story. It is clear
from his earlier narration that the change came early, though it required approval from
the school. Sung sought out the college president on September 15, 1920, the first day of
the first semester, about six months after he came to America. John requested permission
to complete the four-year undergraduate degree in three, and also made clear his intention
to pursue a degree in science, as noted earlier. 6o
On the surface, it would seem John Sung had firmly made up his mind. And
indeed, he succeeded in that pursuit. But a careful look at Sung's life shows otherwise.
He had deep struggles throughout his student days. As we shall see, this struggle would
be one that stayed with him for the rest of his time in America.
But first, we need to ask what prompted the switch. It is not easy to answer, as
Sung himself did not say so. He mentioned, however, that since coming to America, his
faith wavered as he was gradually attracted to science (Sung 1963f:30-31). One could

60 When Sung worked at the Westinghouse Plant in the summer of 1920, he told his manager that he had
come to America to be trained as a preacher to serve in China. It was on the first day of school of the 19201921 School Year that Sung went to see the president (Sung 1995b:35; 1963:30; 1955:55-56, also OWU
1919:11).
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take this to mean that he felt he had slackened in his Christian practice and devotion as he
was so busy with having to work and study at the same time. On the other hand, his
remark suggests that Sung not only slackened in his devotion, but indeed his faith was
swept away by the new paradigm he gained through the pursuit of scientific learning.
Frederick Lewis Allen summed up well the pervasive grip of science during the boom
years of the 1920s. "The word science had become a shibboleth. To preface a statement
with 'Science teaches us' was enough to silence argument. If a sales manager wanted to
put over a promotion scheme or a clergyman to recommend a charity, they both hastened
to say that it was scientific" (Allen 2000: 171).
In short, what happened to Sung was the adoption of a new worldview shaped by
the scientific optimism of the twentieth century which pervaded academia, especially in
modem Europe and America. The youthful mind of the world took on a new interpretive
lens in its understanding of the world around it. That included a new way of looking at
religion.
The pervasiveness of this outlook and its gripping power on the young can be
seen in the life of Dr. Henry Link, who in 1936 wrote The Return to Religion, a selfportrayal of his journey back towards faith. Henry Link was an industrial psychologist
who was also a renowned self-help psychology author. Brought up in a Methodist home,
Link would become an agnostic after his college years at Yale University. He described
this as an emancipation of the individual through reason (Link 1936:7-10). In fact, Link
observed that in colleges,
The duller the student, the more likely it was that his religion would remain intact,
in a logic-tight compartment which his studies failed to penetrate. The more
analytical a student, the higher his LQ., the more likely he was to be stripped of
his religious beliefs. I was a Phi Beta Kappa student, and the higher education
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left me a complete and powerfully fortified agnostic. For twenty years thereafter,
I scorned the petty practices of the Church, and was convinced that religion was
the refuge of weak minds. (Link 1936:10-11)
This era that Henry Link described was around the tum of the twentieth century,
when science and religion were seen as antithetical to each other. It was a near universal
experience among many intellectuals that science and religion could not coexist.
Especially was this so in keen minds like that of Link and John Sung.
Dr. Yutang Lin (1895-1976) was yet another example of one possessing a keen
mind whose Christian faith was lost and regained. Like Sung, Lin grew up in a
parsonage, also in Fujian. Lin renounced his Christian faith during his matriculation at
St. John'S University in Shanghai. He later attended Harvard University and the
University of Leipzig in Germany, from which he received a doctorate in language
studies. He became one of China's leading educators/scholars as well as a best-seller
author in America. Later in life, Lin returned full circle to his childhood faith. He wrote
about this conversion in his autobiographical account, From Pagan to Christian (Lin
1959). When he looked back at his life, Lin said, "The Sunday morning when I rejoined
the Christian church was a homecoming" (Kerr and Mulder 1994:209).
Obviously, not all young students became agnostics as did Henry Link and Lin
Yutang. But the youths of early twentieth-century were greatly challenged and had to
look at things from a different perspective. Many turned to Christian liberalism. One
such student was a peer of John Sung at Ohio Wesleyan. Rev. F Olin Stockwell
graduated a year ahead of Sung and was also elected to Phi Beta Kappa. Stockwell
eventually became a Methodist missionary to China. But before that, he completed

118

seminary training, where he "drank deep of the books of Harry Emerson Fosdick and that
giant of them all, Walter Rauschenbusch" (Stockwell 1953:104; Le Bijou 1922:82).
Another peer of John Sung, William Hung, graduated magna cum laude with a
Phi Beta Kappa from Ohio Wesleyan in 1917 and went on to study at Columbia
University in New York. He taught at Yenching (Yanjing) University for many years.
Hung's biographer described his gradual change from adopting the theology of social
gospel to the point where he eventually "strayed away from organized religion"
altogether (Egan 1987:58-59,203).
Although Ohio Wesleyan University was a school founded on evangelistic
revivalism, it largely succumbed to the strong tide of change in the academic world.
Historian Henry Clyde Hubbart wrote about the seemingly inevitable change at Ohio
Wesleyan, as it strove to keep pace with the intellectual world just prior to the new
century: "In a spirit of great optimism horizons widened, late nineteenth century
Christian liberalism became enthroned in classroom, laboratory and chapel, and the new
experimental and Darwinian science came in, all this intellectual advance, however,
being cast in a frame of zealous evangelistic religion" (Hubbart 1943: 87).
In John Sung's case, we can detect vacillations in his struggle between science

and religion, although his journey into the social gospel was not unlike that of William
Hung. The most succinct account of John Sung's vacillations was recorded in his earlier
biographical sketch in Chinese, collected in Andrew Gih's book, The Flame of Revival
(1963). Sung identified the years at Ohio Wesleyan as a period of intense conflict
between science and faith. He was attracted to science from the beginning and was
drawn increasingly into embracing it as his dominant paradigm. His vacillations returned
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each time he encountered life problems such as illness, financial troubles, and school
pressures. He would experience faith through prayer, but each time he reverted to the
welcoming arms of science.
It should be noted, however, that John Sung did not first encounter the scientific

outlook in America. From the early republican years of China, many youths were fully
sold out to science. When Sung left China, it was barely a year after the famous May
Fourth Student Protest that brought in a totally new perspective. Chinese students in
particular looked to science as the savior of China. One should bear in mind, too, the
fervent tide of nationalism that swept the hearts of Chinese youths. They made the long
sojourn to the West in the hope of bringing back new knowledge that could contribute to
the building up a modem China. Youths were idealistic and patriotic at this time. They
had great ambitions, above and beyond caring for their own welfare and enjoyment.
We detect in Sung the same patriotic spirit from early on. During the spring of
1922, John's father began to make arrangement for his marriage to a Miss Yu, as noted
earlier. John replied his father that he was greatly shocked to hear of the news. He went
on the say, as a young man, he ought to aspire for the building of the nation rather than
simply stooping to think about his own marriage. And he (John) wished to emulate those
who had been responsible to "save" the nation, in that they regarded the country as their
own wives (Song 2006: 19). As a twenty-year-old burning with patriotic fire, John Sung
aspired to contribute to the building of a new strong China.
During Sung's college years, he wavered back and forth between wanting to be a
scientist and becoming a pastor. Amidst all these, somehow, Sung was also pulled back
to the root of his youthful faith. Sung had earlier experienced the reality of his Christian
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belief in many a tangible way. He had learned and practiced prayer with his father. His
own mother was brought back to life miraculously from a near-death experience, and his
father was restored when young John prayed and pleaded to God for healing. In addition
there was the Hinghwa Pentecost of 1909, when Sung experienced personally a vibrant
Christian faith. It was a faith that brought repentance and changes to lives once lost to
immorality and various kinds of social vices.
Moreover, during his pursuits in academia and science, John Sung was reminded
repeatedly of his calling. Months after he had abandoned theology to study science, John
wrote to his parents, telling of a series of revival meetings at school. In the letter, written
in 1921, John Sung said, "for the first time since my arrival in America, I realized that my
love for the Word of God and the ministry had turned cold. Henceforth, I will commit
myself to nothing but the ministry of evangelization and revival" (Song 2008:22-23).
When asked by the revival speaker, Dr. Rollin Walker, to recite his favorite Bible verse
on stage, John Sung shared from three passages, the last of which was Isaiah 6:8, "Also I
heard the voice of the Lord, saying, Whom shall I send, and who will go for us? Then
said I, Here am I; send me."
Another incident was one he often retold later as an evangelist. It was a vision he
had in 1922. During the Thanksgiving holidays, John joined a gospel team of Ohio
Wesleyan University in a visit to Smithville, Ohio. While there, Sung dreamt one night
that he was standing at a ridge in his hometown in Hinghwa where he often prayed, and
heard a distressing call for help. There were people drowning, and Sung immediately
sprang into action only to be blocked by rocks, thoms, and thistles along his path. He
found himself covered with blood as he strove with all his might to get to the bottom of
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the hill. Soon, the little stream became a raging sea, and Sung saw people of different
races crying in desperation for help. He was moved by the wailing calls and uttered a
prayer, "0 God, I am willing to obey your command and to rely on your strength to save
those millions who are fighting for their lives in the raging sea." When he thus prayed,
things began to change. The vision ended with a huge cross drawing those chained with
fetters in the water to safety. For Sung, this was the confirmation that God called him to
be a preacher of the gospel to save many. But it would take John Sung a few more years
to realize this.
After his college graduation in 1923, Sung ventured deeper into the realm of
science. Although the call to preach the gospel lingered in his heart, Sung wanted to
become a scientist more and more after entering graduate school. When he received his
Master's degree in 1924, he joyfully wrote home with the happy news,
I obtained my Master's degree on 10 June and was elected as an honorary
member of the Science Society. All these blessings have been given to me by the
grace of God, and were beyond my expectations. I was also presented with a
Gold Key, a symbol of membership to the Science Society. I expect to pursue
and receive my doctorate studies by next winter and have made up my mind to
become an inventor in the world of Chemistry. I have found this subject most
intriguing and amazing; there is still so much waiting to be discovered. I believe
that I will come up with something great one day. I have been reading the
biography of Louis Pasteur recently and have benefited much from it. A man
would not have lived in vain ifhe had lived like Pasteur or Lincoln. And it is my
intention to channel all my abilities such that happiness may be bestowed on my
fellow [country] men. (Song 2008:23)
Actually, John Sung meant that he wished to become a great inventor someday so
he could contribute his life to the welfare of his fellow countrymen. Perhaps John's
arrival in America opened up his horizons to realize what great contrasts there were
between his own country and America, and how he could contribute to his home country
as a scientist.
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As mentioned earlier, the internal struggles continued. John could not see a way
to both answer God's call and satisfy his own ambitions in science. He wrote his parents
again before entering the doctoral program at Ohio State University, clearly unfolding his
internal struggle,
I do not know if I can be a famous chemist and a well-known preacher at the same
time. Learning from history, I am sure a person must focus on one field in order
to succeed. Now that I want to strive fully in the field of chemistry, there's still
the pull to take up religious work as a lifelong vocation, and I fear I might fail in
both. Yet, I have always sensed the calling of our Heavenly Father from young
till now to render my service to the Kingdom of God. Why would the Heavenly
Father call me to be a revivalist, and still bestowed on me such strong interest to
learn chemistry? Regardless, I plan to pursue my doctorate in chemistry at the
present school. (Song 2006:26-27)
John Sung vacillated between his calling to Christian service and his love to
pursue scientific research. We can perceive Sung's struggle as he tried to place science
and religion on the scale of intellectual reasoning. If indeed science has the power to
deny the validity of religion, what good would it be to answer to a calling that cannot be
vouched for scientifically? And indeed, Sung told of his abandoning the traditional views
on the Bible. In 1938, he told an audience that "as a scientist, I believed in natural laws
and did not believe in the existence of God. I was against the teaching of the Bible.
There's no heaven, and there's no hell" (Sung 1963c:25).
His student activism was perhaps another way of trying to appease his conscience
by working for the betterment of others, but he had long abandoned his earlier calling to
be a preacher. He even challenged Salvation Army evangelists in Columbus on the
validity of preaching heaven and hell as well as the cleansing power of Jesus' blood.

In 1926, John Sung took a first step in coming back to his original calling when
he decided to enroll at Union Seminary. However much he had been won over by
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science, there were still vestiges of his past religious experience to guide him back. So, it
would be in New York that John Sung dealt with his internal struggles once and for all.
Into the Throes of Protestant Theological Maelstrom
John Sung arrived at the glamorous city on September 20 just in time for the new
semester. On September 22, 1926, President-elect Dr. Henry Sloane Coffin of Union
Seminary gave the commencement address as the school started its ninety-first school
year (New York Times [NY Times] 1926: 19).61 The president welcomed sixty new firstyear and other upper class students to the campus. For Sung, it would be a new domain
of learning with many exciting possibilities ahead.
The roster of professors at Union Theological Seminary was impressive in 1926.
Harry Emerson Fosdick and Henry Sloane Coffin had already earned national acclaim as
churchmen and theologians. Harry F Ward, who had prior acquaintance with Sung and
later became chairman of the American Civil Liberties Union, was on the faculty.
Another rising star, Henry P. VanDusen, had just started his career as Sung entered
Union and would rise to become president ofthe institution in 1945. Reinhold Niebuhr
and Paul Tillich would come later, in 1928 and 1933, respectively.
The first semester proved to be hectic and busy for Sung. Since he had already
received approval to complete the three-year Master of Divinity course in one year, he
labored in his studies with greater intensity than most other students. He took 19.5 credit
points of course load for the first semester, for which he had to study seven to eight hours
more than did most students (Lya111956:30; Sung 1995a:71).62

Hereafter cited as NY Times.
Lyall was able to collect Sung's first semester results, presumably released by the seminary upon his
request in the 1950s. Sung did well in all the courses: New Testament (86), General Introduction I (83),
English Bible 23 (92), English Bible 27 (90), English Bible 37 (95), Christian Ethics 21 (90), Christian
61

62

124
On top of the heavy school work, Sung spent most of the weekends assisting in
the educational ministries at a church that sponsored an outreach work to the Chinese
community. He was put to work in the Religious Education department of the church,
ministering mainly to children. He also volunteered at the Morning Star Mission of the
Chinese Baptist Church on Friday and Sunday afternoons, teaching English to Chinese
students alongside Dr. Mabel Lee. 63 Dr. Lee was the first Chinese woman to obtain a
Ph.D. in Economics from Columbia University, in 1923. Sung recalled that he had much
fun mingling with the children, who were always happy see him.
Things should have gone well. Sung claimed he was a popular student among his
professors and even with the president (Sung 1938:19). According to Rev. William E.
Schubert (1976:20), Sung's close confidante and a veteran China missionary, Sung was
"one of the favorite students of Harry Emerson Fosdick." Another missionary, Miss
Bertha Smith of the Southern Baptist Mission Board, heard Sung say that Fosdick even
arranged for him to sit with the choir so he could listen to the sermon without having to
wait in long lines (Smith 1965 :29). As would be true in most seminaries, faculty
members at Union were proud to have among them one who had earned an advanced
degree in science. Some fellow students were curious why one with such good prospects
in science would even consider coming to the seminary. Neither they nor Sung himself
anticipated that this promising young student would encounter one of his biggest
struggles in life, one that threatened to wipe out all his previous accomplishments.

Ethics 41 (92), Vocal Culture II (Pass), and Vocal Culture 17 (90). The grade for Philosophy of Religion
was left blank, and no other details were given (Lyall 1956:30).
63 Helen Clark, a Baptist missionary, founded the Morning Star Mission in 1892 which eventually evolved
to become the First Chinese Baptist Church in mid-1930s (Bonner 1996: 132, 164). In 1926, the mission
was headed by Dr. Mabel Lee, daughter of Rev. To Lee (Li Tao), pastor of the Baptist Mission (Sung
2006:30; see Cai 2008)

125

Once again, Sung had to deal with the conflicting and seemingly irreconcilable
claims of science and faith. On the surface, Sung seemed to be very much at home at
Union. Indeed, his outlook and worldview already shaped by a scientific framework
found much in common with what he saw at the seminary. Since the late nineteenth
century, Union Theological Seminary had been a main center for theological liberalism.
Sung summarized the approach to hermeneutics and homiletics at Union Theological
Seminary this way:
If one could not expound the Scripture philosophically, one can try proving it with
science. If it cannot be proven by scientific approach, just designate it as
allegory. The most common approach to homiletics is one that applied personal
psychology to it. Anything that was not explainable by science, we will raise our
voices and shout, "Not logical, not believable." (Sung 1995a:73)
What Sung summarized here certainly reflects the teaching of Harry Fosdick, who
wrote in a widely distributed pamphlet about this time, "The men of faith might claim for
their positions ancient tradition, practical usefulness, and spiritual desirability, but one
query could prick all such bubbles: Is it scientific?" (Allen 2000: 171).
Sung's student activism experience and concern for social justice easily found
resonance with the ethos of seminary. Professor Harry F. Ward, for instance, would be a
person Sung could find inspiration from. Dr. Ward was an early Methodist activist for
civil liberty. Coincidentally, one of the new students admitted to Union at the same time
with Sung was a fellow alumnus of Ohio Wesleyan University who graduated two years
after Sung, Nelson Hale Cruikshank (UTS 1937:412). In later years, Cruikshank would
engage in social reforms and become the first director of American Federation of Labor
and Congress of Industrial Organizations, commonly known as AFL-CIO. Cruikshank
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played a key role in the enactment of Social Security Disability Insurance and Medicare
in the United States in the 1960s (AFL-CIO n.d.).
John Sung thus felt right at home amongst the student body. When he entered
Union, he could have counted at least nine students who were also graduates of his alma
mater, Ohio Wesleyan University, two of whom were freshmen like Sung. Since most of
the Ohio Wesleyan alumni were recent graduates, they would likely have been
schoolmates of Sung at the university. 64
Sung also found companionship with fellow Chinese students on campus. At that
time, Gwoh Chwen-Yao was working toward a Master in Sacred Theology degree (UTS
1937:385). John Sung would likely have befriended Wu Yaozong (Yao Tsung Wu,
commonly known as Y. T. Wu to the West), who would later become a leader of the
national YMCA of China and the architect of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement of
China. Wu was in New York from 1924 to 1927, completing a Master of Arts joint
degree at Union Seminary and Columbia University (UTS 1937:411; Stowe 1998:749).
Since Sung was also closely associated with the YMCA back in Ohio, the pair would no
doubt have struck off in good terms. In fact, after arriving in New York, Sung wrote his
parents that he intended to work either in Shanghai or Beijing to brush up on his spoken
Mandarin. The reason was that Sung wanted to be an evangelist working throughout
China. Was Sung perhaps patterning a ministry after that of George Sherwood Eddy,
chief evangelist of the YMCA? Did Wu recognize in Sung a gifted potential leader to
expand the work of the YMCA throughout China? Could Wu be the one who
encouraged Sung to consider working out of Beijing or Shanghai? These remain

M

As can be seen from the alumni catalog of Union Theological Seminary (UTS 1937).
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questions for further exploration, though not within the scope of this dissertation, since
no extant literature ever mentions the coming together of the twO. 65
Faith Crisis
During his first semester at Union, Sung's internal struggles intensified to a point
of crisis. All indications are that Sung suffered a nervous breakdown towards the end of
the year in 1926. As we shall see, it culminated with necessary medical intervention in
February of 1927.
Given Sung's background in science, theological studies at Union should have
helped him shake off the shackles of what was thought to be superstition and irrational
emotionalism. His scientific mind would have found ample proofs at Union to make
adjustments in his views on the Bible and Christian doctrines, views he had accepted
even before coming to New York. Now, he could evaluate the Bible with a totally new
set of lenses. The problematic passages in the Bible, at least from a scientific
perspective, were now easily explained as myths.
Sung later admitted that he was totally sold out to what he called the social gospel
during his years in Columbus, Ohio. It seemed that the more he ventured into the realm
of science, the less he was convinced of the faith he was once brought up in. The
decision to enroll for theological study was in some sense a compromised return to the
faith he once knew and still longed for, yet he had not a clue how to reconcile it with
science.
Since coming to Union, Sung (1995a:73) said he had begun to realize that prayer
is not as important as he previously thought. He now viewed prayer as a form of

Given Wu's prominence in the government sponsored Three Self Patriotic Movement in the 1950s, his
name would have been edited out in the published diary of John Sung, if indeed Sung had mentioned it.
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hypnotism that could be explained psychologically. He learned that the function of
prayer did not go beyond its liturgical value. Although he prayed constantly since his
youth and continued to keep the habit, he later said he was at that point simply going
through the motions without any real sense of purpose and meaning. Now, he mocked
those with religious zeal and fervency as superstitious. Ironically, he even prayed for
Fundamentalist pastors and believers in the city of New York, that they be rid of
whatever superstitious sentiments that possessed them (Sung 1995a:74). These
contradictory actions of taking prayer lightly and yet still praying for "superstitious"
Christians betrayed the conflict within his heart and mind.
As the fall semester rolled along swiftly, Sung became increasingly bored with
regular studies. While he might have had doubts earlier about the traditional faith he had
embraced since youth, the approach to Bible and doctrine at Union freed him up totally.
He now entered a new paradigm, one that allowed him to move beyond the perimeters of
his own tradition. However, Sung's inquisitive mind did not stop there. Within the new
paradigm, he went a step further to question the validity of Christianity among all the
religions. He spent hours in the library, soaking up the beliefs and teachings of all the
major religions. He was especially attracted to Buddhism and viewed the Buddhist sutras
as more profound than the Christian Bible. He even compiled several volumes of his
notes on Buddhism and translated the classic book of Daoism, Daodejing, into English.
Whenever he could, he would venture out to visit religious centers of various faiths.
Sung soon concluded that all religions were one and the same and that
Christianity was by no means the noblest. For a while, he even entertained the idea of
founding a new religion in which he could integrate and synthesize all tenets of each
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religion into one unified system. Throughout this time of his quest, his heart was restless
and unfulfilled (Sung 1995a:74-75).
The more Sung searched, the more he felt empty. He came to the point of
thinking that life is dark and devoid of meaning. He began to doubt also what science
could do for humans and challenged the popular notion that "science is all powerful."
His deep dissatisfaction soon turned into a state of anxious paranoia that disturbed his
sleep and eating, which made him all the more restless and depressed (Sung 1995a:75).
He eventually locked himself in his room most of the time to do silent meditation and to
chant the Buddhist texts. He also admired the state of "nonaction" (wuwei) in the
teaching of Daoism. In recalling that moment later, Sung said he was filled with a deep
sense of purposelessness and lost all interest in religion. Whatever he tried ended up
making him more confused than before.
It was indeed strange that Sung found himself lost just at the time when he was

afforded a scientific way to look at religion. It took him an entrance into the inner
sanctum of modernism to realize it held no promise to the meaning of life.
A Breath of Fresh Air
About this time, toward the end of October 1926, Sung joined some friends who
invited him to attend a revival meeting at Calvary Baptist Church in midtown Manhattan.
The seminarians went out of curiosity. They wanted to see in person a young evangelist
who had already preached to thousands. Sung went along out of boredom. He was
among a very few in that audience unaware that the speaker would be a fourteen-year-old
girl evangelist, Uldine Mabelle Utley.66 Sung was surprised, seeing a child-like preacher,

66 See articles by Du Mez (2005), Blumhofer (1999), and Canipe (2005) for detailed biography ofUldine
Utley the girl evangelist.
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a young girl, introduced by the senior pastor of Calvary Baptist Church, John Roach
Straton as "the most extraordinary person in America today" and the "Joan of Arc of the
modem religious world" (Aiken Standard 1926:7). He was startled that the lady preacher
was dressed fully in white, all the way to her shoes. This immediately reminded Sung of
the color of mourning worn by members of bereaved families back in China.
But soon he was drawn in as the blonde, blue-eyed Utley urged the audience to
silence themselves before God. Sung said he felt as ifhe was transported to the angelic
realm and his heart was filled with joy (Sung 1995a:76). A huge contrast, indeed, to the
weeks before when he was in deep struggle in his search for spiritual fulfillment. With a
loud and attractive voice, Uldine Utley preached a simple message of the Kingdom and
of Jesus and his cross. Then she called for repentance so that each one could be cleansed
from sins through the blood of the Savior. For Sung, the message of the unassuming
young preacher whose words were spoken simply yet with keen conviction was a breath
of fresh air to his fainting soul. The most touching thing for Sung was seeing the throng
that flocked to the podium. Sung's companions laughed injest at such emotional
outburst, but he was deeply moved.
A picture of what Sung saw that night in the person of Uldine Utley was painted
by Grover C. Loud, who wrote critically against mass evangelism in Fundamentalist
circles, "Uldine Utley is athletic and vigorous, a beautiful girl with smooth blonde hair
and large blue eyes. A natural orator, she speaks in a clear, high voice that carries to the
fringe of a large audience. Her sermons and prayers are extemporaneous and she is never
at a loss for words" (Loud 1928:351).
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One of Utley's earlier sermons in July illustrated what Sung might have heard in
his hungry soul. She said, "The earth is not crying for doctrines of man, it is crying for
another vision of Jesus. We have too many things on our minds. I would have you catch
a new vision oflife and follow Christ, as John, Peter, and James did when He bid them
come. They had many things to do, but they were not too busy to be led to a high
mountain by the Lord" (NY Times 1926b:3).
John Sung went back to listen to Uldine Utley four more times, most probably
alone. He was greatly impressed by the powerful preaching. Years later, he reminisced
on his impression of the girl evangelist:
Having heard the young lady who spoke with gentleness and humility, my ears
were filled with her ringing voice convicting me of my sins. There was imprinted
indelibly on my heart her beautiful form in respectful poise, an embodiment of
spiritual depth, vitality, and power. I still have a mental picture of her now, when
I close my eyes. Here was a lady with jubilant smiles on her face who prayed
reverently with folded hands on the podium, with a radiant look of one in deep
communion with God. (Sung 1995a:77)
John Sung was deeply moved by Utley's devotion and spirituality-something he
yearned for, especially since coming to Union Seminary (Sung 1962d: 137). Perhaps the
tired warrior in Sung was disarmed by the young evangelist's unpretentiousness.
Perhaps, too, Sung felt a kindred spirit with her, as he was once called a "little pastor" in
his youth. Perhaps also it was the work of the Holy Spirit which prompted Sung to look
deeper within.
Whatever the attraction was, the encounter with Uldine Utley planted a seed that
however lay dormant for a while. Sung returned to his seminary routine. The spark of
joy was quickly doused by the avalanche of term papers and studies. Sung yearned for
something that he thought Uldine Utley possessed, yet he knew not how to receive it. In
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his later years, Sung would usually mention Uldine Utley in telling of his struggling days
at Union Seminary, though he did not elaborate how the girl evangelist influenced him.
Sinking in Depression
However, there are signs that Sung was going through some change in his
thinking even while he resumed his agonizing search. In a letter written soon after, Sung
expressed his thoughts to an unnamed friend (Sung 1995a:78). He commented that every
preacher of the gospel must possess new life and must be "baptized by the Holy Spirit."
He told his friend, "Apollos the great teacher in the book of Acts, for example, was one
who preached before he was baptized by the Spirit." Penning these words, John was
suddenly pricked by his conscience that he was actually walking the steps of Apollos and
was unfit to be a messenger of God. In deep agony, Sung wept and pleaded to enter into
new life. But however much Sung sought, he ended up empty, as before.
Soon, it was winter break. The whole seminary became a deserted place, as most
students returned home or went on with other travel plans. Almost alone now, Sung
devoted his time to reading biographies of great Christian saints. He was amazed to find
that each of the spiritual giants possessed what he was after, spiritual vitality.
Even while Sung was drawn to seek spiritual depths, his earlier struggles
resurfaced. On New Year's Eve, 1926, Sung made up his mind never to become a
preacher upon his return to China because he said later that he "had been poisoned by the
venom of theological Modernism" (Sung 1963f:32-33). On one hand, he was struggling
between wanting to be a preacher and aspiring to be a successful scientist. But on a
deeper level were the intense conflicts in Sung's mind, as he could not comfortably
reconcile Christianity and his established paradigm built on scientism. He was not
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simply rejecting a career call; all hints show he was at the verge of cutting away from his
belief in the Christian faith itself.
That same night, Sung suddenly heard God's voice speaking in his spirit, "I will
destroy the wisdom of the wise, and will bring to nothing the understanding of the
prudent" (1 Corinthians 1: 19). It was a gentle, soft voice. Yet to Sung, it was as loud as
a thunderclap. Sung found himself trembling with fear. He began to realize that all the
acquired knowledge, talents, and indeed all of human life were deceitfully empty. He
spent that night sleepless, a harbinger of a prolonged period of restlessness and
intensified paranoia.
From the first day of 1927, John Sung grew increasingly depressed. He said he
was heavily laden with a burden that became weightier by the day. He went through
many sleepless nights in a stretch (Sung 1995a:79).
Sung's distress caught the attention of friends and teachers. Professor Rollin
Walker of Ohio Wesleyan University, a dear friend and mentor to Sung, kept up
correspondence with his pet student. Professor Walker recalled, "At Union, he [John
Sung] studied with feverish intensity, trying to do three men's work at the same time. In
the course of the year, he sent me a letter which struck me as incoherent and as the
product of an overstrained brain. I enclosed it to Dr. Coffin, suggesting that he needed
medical attention" (Lyall 1956:33).
John Sung struggled for nearly six weeks until he found the strain totally
unbearable. The more he struggled to think through life's purpose and his future, the
more he became hopeless, till he reached the point that he said the darkness within him
was pitch black and darker than the night sky (1995a:79).
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Breakthrough Finally Comes
Right at the verge of a total breakdown, Sung experienced breakthrough.
Something he sought and yearned for happened, something beyond his wildest
expectation.
It was the evening of February 10, 1927. With his back against the wall of

hopelessness, Sung locked himself in his room and knelt to pray.67 It was not like any
prayer he had engaged in before. It was a prayer of confession and seeking deliverance
from all the torments. Sung said, "I called to the Lord to cover me with his blood, so that
I would no longer live for myself. I would not seek worldly luxuries and enjoyment. No
more would I build castles in the air. I simply opened bare my heart and asked God to
show me his mercies, as I was trampled under the Devil's tormenting feet and suffered
pain in my body, soul, and spirit" (Sung 1995a:80).
At ten o'clock in the evening, the answer came. John Sung saw vivid flashes of
his life, highlighting all the known and unknown sins he had committed. Feeling
helpless, he turned to his New Testament to read the Passion passages in the twenty-third
chapter of Luke's Gospel. He felt like he was transported out of his body as he joined the
procession of criminals bearing their own crosses as they followed the steps of Jesus to
Calvary. Soon, he saw Jesus hoisted up and hung on the cross, head stooped and hands
all bloodied. It was cruelty at its worst, one could not bear the sight. Sung said, "My
heart was greatly sorrowed and I finally knelt at the foot of the cross, asking the Lord to
cleanse me of all unrighteousness through his blood. I kept on besieging until the clock
struck midnight. Hallelujah! All my sinful burdens were suddenly cast off and I rose to

67 John Sung told an audience it was in his dormitory room Number 405 at Union Seminary that he
experienced the spiritual breakthrough (1962a: 10).
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dance and sing praises to the Lord. Whereupon I heard the voice of the Lord, 'Son, thy
sins be forgiven thee'" (Sung 1995a:81).
Now, John Sung found his heart spotlessly clean. He saw a vision of the Holy
Trinity entering his heart, the kind heavenly Father, the all-wise Holy Spirit, as well as
Jesus, who was smiling at him. John Sung later wrote,
That night was the most memorable in my life, my spiritual birthday, which I will
never forget. At the same time, I received the commission from the Lord to
preach the gospel of the last days to the nations. And he changed my name to
'J ohn,' with the explanation, just as John the Baptist was to prepare the way for
the Lord and make straight the paths as the forerunner of Christ, the Lord chose
some in this generation as forerunners for his second coming. In ancient days,
John the Baptist was the only forerunner. But the second coming would be
different in many aspects, including the purpose of the coming. Moreover, there
shall be more than one forerunner this time. And, the Lord called me as one of
the forerunners to preach the good news that the kingdom of heaven is near and
the Lord is coming back again soon. (Sung 1995a:81-82)
Here, we should note that the faith in John Sung's heart kindled long ago at the
Hinghwa Pentecost, though dormant for years, was "strangely warmed" again. The
Calvary motif of the suffering of Jesus tied 1927 to his childhood faith. However, what
happened next showed that his warm-heartedness was too many degrees higher in that
environment.
Sharing His Rediscovered Faith With Passion
His struggles finally over, John Sung could hardly wait till morning. He went out
of his room and joyfully told everyone he met, professors and fellow students, of the
miraculous revelations he had experienced the night before. Sung said he boldly
aml0unced to all his special experience "knowing full well they would ridicule" (Sung
1937a:48).
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Two days later, on Saturday, February 12, Sung attended the Cosmopolitan Club
meeting held at the International House about two or three blocks away. He mustered up
great courage to ask for permission to share how his miserable life was changed by Jesus.
He told the listeners that he was now a changed person through Jesus Christ. He
emphasized that the blood of Christ was efficacious in the forgiveness of sins, and all
who called upon the Lord and trusted in him would be saved and forgiven.
Interestingly, an article in The New York Times reported a youth conference
underway at the same premise on that day, where two hundred multiracial participants
attended to talk about "Youth and the Negro Program" (NY Times 1927b:24). It was a
subject once dear to the heart of John Sung, back when he was at Ohio State University.
It is unclear whether this was the group that Sung addressed. Neither Sung nor the

newspaper article mentioned the time of the meeting. In any case, this meeting showed
what a journey Sung had traversed from his Ohio days to this point. It could not have
provided a clearer contrast. John Sung the student activist of Ohio would not have
approved of what he just talked about, on the blood of Jesus and forgiveness of sin.
For the next few days, Sung seized upon every opportunity to tell others of the
good news, often pleading in tears for his listeners to repent and pray with him. He even
confronted pastors, reminding them of their sinful neglect, and that they should repent
from the sin of not preaching the truth faithfully. He challenged his listeners to kneel
with him to confess their sins. Among those he confronted was one of his professors, Dr.
Harry Emerson Fosdick. Reportedly, Sung told him, "You are of the Devil and have led
many astray" (Schubert 1976:20).
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Since the day of Sung's "new birth," he was especially keen on singing gospel
tunes. He would sometimes burst into loud singing, while at other times simply hummed
softly. Tears and joyful laughter intermingled. Many were astonished, seeing a learned
scientist behaving in such berserk manners (Sung 1995a:84). Even Sung himself later
realized he must have seemed odd during that time, as he reflected, "After my new birth
on February 10 of 1927, I wept every time I preached, earning myself the nickname the
'weeping preacher.' I often cried uncontrollably when I thought about the love of Jesus"
(Sung 1937b:4l).
Sung also did other bizarre things during this time. He took out some of his
theological books and notes he had written on Buddhism and set fire to them, wanting to
bum away all the poisonous literature. Some began to think John Sung had become crazy
and reported this to Dr. Henry Sloane Coffin, president of the seminary (Sung 1989:59).
On February 17, exactly a week after Sung's "rebirth" experience, the seminary
took action. That afternoon, having bought a Bible and a fountain pen, John Sung was
happily heading back to the seminary. Along the way, he was amused by the sight of
three young children writing out the word "REST" on the pavement. Always looking for
deeper meaning in things, Sung wondered what message it might be to him. It turned
out, he would soon find the answer.
Time for Prolonged "Rest"
Sung was met at the main entrance of the seminary by the president. Having
exchanged brief greetings, Dr. Coffin expressed his concern that Sung had not been
feeling well because of his heavy study load, and informed Sung that the school had
made arrangement for him to rest his wearied mind and body (Sung 1962d:77). Sung
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would go to a quiet place outside the city to recuperate, all expenses paid for by the
seminary. Dr. Coffin spoke kindly but firmly, saying Sung must leave at once. There
was no time to pack, but he had to leave right away with an attendant. Sung protested,
saying, "There's nothing wrong with my head! The trouble has been in my heart, but it's
all right now!" (Hughes 1931:24).
When he realized that Dr. Coffm would not budge, Sung thought a quiet rest
might just be what he needed now. And, was not the message written by the children
intended for him? So he left with the attendant, who had been waiting nearby. Sung took
along the newly bought Bible and pen, the only personal items he had with him. Both
would become great companions to him in days to come.
The pair headed north for White Plains in Westchester County, about 40
kilometers (25 miles) away from uptown Manhattan. It was already dusk as Sung was
led to the destination point, Bloomingdale Hospita1. 68 Sung was greatly dismayed as
soon as he realized he had been taken to a psychiatric institution. But he was too
exhausted by then to make much of a protest. He thought back to the word "rest" written
by the children earlier that day. Maybe he could find rest here. He went through the
admission procedures and soon realized that the hospital staff actually treated him as one
suffering from mental illness. He was most unhappy at the many restrictions placed on
him, including the strict rule that he must be escorted by a nurse at all times when outside
his room.
Bloomingdale Hospital traced its origin to what was formerly called Bloomingdale Asylum in uptown
Manhattan, built in 1821. When the institution moved to a bigger facility in White Plains, Westchester
County, it was named a hospital, reflecting the fact that treatments were actually performed in order that
patients might be cured. By 1921, Bloomingdale Hospital was fully equipped with "laboratories, x-ray
departments, dental and surgical operating rooms, massage and hydrotherapy departments, facilities for
eye, throat, and ear examinations and treatment, and all the other means of determining disease processes"
(Russell 1921: 162-163). It was said that a high percentage of patients at Bloomingdale Hospital were
discharged cured (Boldt 1927: 16).
68
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As "crazy" as Jesus and St. Paul. On the second day, Sung went through a
barrage of questionnaires and medical examinations, which bored him greatly. Partly
because of that, he later said, he answered some of the questions in jest with great
impatience, realizing they were treating him as a mental case. When the doctors checked
on his family history, Sung told them, "Jesus the Savior is my father, and Saint Paul my
brother." And when they drew blood from his arm for tests, he murmured, "My heart is
filled with the precious blood of Jesus." Naturally, the doctor thought he was super crazy
(Sung 1963c:26).
Sung attempted to convince the doctors he was not crazy, but his attempt actually
backfired. Sung challenged in protest, "I can determine myself whether I am mentally ill!
Because I understand genetics and the science of heredity and have read the same books
you read. If it seems incredible to you, try checking it out with my professors and friends
in Ohio" (Sung 1995a:87).
John Sung felt humiliated. He only calmed down a week later, realizing God
might have a purpose for him to rest in a quiet place. He established a routine very soon.

It would include many hours of reading his Bible,69 newspapers, books, and magazines.
He spent many hours writing out his journal or jotting notes on the Bible. He was made
to exercise in the gymnasium, where he could swim, lift weights, or play basketball. He

69 According to his diary entry, the Bible John Sung bought and took to the hospital on February 17 was the
James Moffatt Version newly published in 1926, which is a modern English translation. I confirmed this
by some of the verses John Sung copied in his diary. Also, Sung frequently used the term "The Eternal,"
picking up the unique use of the phrase in Moffatt's translation in place of "the LORD" as found in most
English translations (Moffatt 1926). Interestingly, one whose future ministry would be primarily to the
Chinese should get his basic training through intensive study using an English Bible. And we might add, a
version some conservatives would find disdainful, given the translator's view on Biblical Criticism.
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enjoyed strolling in the hospital compound, always accompanied by an attendant. 70
Sometimes, he was sent for therapeutic baths and massages, innovative methods in
psychiatry of that day to help blood circulation, through relaxation and better functioning
of the brain. Many afternoons were spent in basket weaving session in the Occupation
Training Center.
John Sung read through the whole Bible during the first twenty days at the
hospital. After that, he continued to read and drew out charts he found amusing,
especially of passages with special meanings to his life. At first, he was told he might be
discharged in forty days. He was very unhappy when forty days passed and he was still
kept in the hospital. He attempted an escape once and was beaten when caught.
However, he received a revelation from God that he would be freed on the 193rd day.
By August, Sung was able to write a letter to seek help from the Chinese Consul.
He informed the Consul that he, a Chinese citizen, had been placed in the mental hospital
against his will. Apparently, just when the Chinese Consul intervened on his behalf with
inquiries to Union Seminary and Bloomingdale Hospital, Sung's help came
unexpectedly. Rev. Wilbur Fowler from Ohio, who had introduced Sung to Union
Seminary, had just returned with his wife from an educational tour in Europe. 7 ! Since the
Fowlers were close friends of Sung's, they dropped by the seminary for a visit, which
brought them to the hospital. So it was on the 193rd day that Sung was discharged to the
custody of "Mr. and Mrs. Fowler.,,72

70 Bloomingdale Hospital boasted a modem and up-to-date gymnasium where patients could play volley
ball, basket ball, billiards, pool, and bowling. Also included were chest expanders, rowing apparatus,
swinging trapezes, a running track, and shower baths (Brown 1937:94).
71 Rev. and Mrs. Wilbur Fowler spent about a month in Europe, having joined the Sherwood Eddy
European Expedition organized for American Christian Leaders.
72 According to Sung's medical record, Rev. and Mrs. Wilbur Fowler were listed as the guarantors in
signing Sung's release papers (Medical Center Archives 1927). Lyall (1956:39; 1964:45) wrongly
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The Fowlers, both Ohio Wesleyan alumni, took John to recuperate in their home
in Cincinnati, Ohio. The couple had just moved from Columbus to Cincinnati to pastor
the Clifton Methodist Episcopal Church (Hamilton Evening Journal 1926: 14).
Sung stayed with the Fowlers in Cincinnati for a month. He bade farewell to his
friends in early October as he started on his return journey to China. Sung left Seattle on
October 11, 1927, having sojourned in the United States a total of about seven years and
eight months. In a roundabout way, Sung returned to China to be a preacher. He had
received formal seminary training for only one semester, but he would claim later that he
received all necessary training while he was at Bloomingdale Hospital.
John Sung thus considered the mental asylum as the place where he received his
theological training. Ironically, he stayed longer at Bloomingdale Hospital than at Union
Seminary. The hospital stay was not at all pleasant, but Sung managed to read through
the Bible forty times. He would recount later that it was there that he received special
prompting and revelation to understand his mission ahead.
Assessing Sung's "Mental Illness"
Was John Sung really mentally ill when he was admitted to Bloomingdale
Hospital? It is necessary to explore the subject before we move on, as it will provide
further insight into what actually happened to Sung in New York.

It should be made clear that Union Seminary did not send John Sung to the
psychiatric ward out of a vicious intent, although Sung might have thought otherwise.
Sung's narrative hints at his suspicion that Union punished him for his evangelical

identified the guarantor as Professor Rollin Walker ofOWU, which was picked by all Sung's biographers,
including the edited diary published by Tianzhen Song (1995:24-25), which was revised in later editions as
"Mr. and Mrs. Wu" (Song 2006:41) and "Wu's [sic]" (Song 2008:51).

142

awakening and for having confronted the professors. 73 This is understandable, given
Sung's prolonged stay at the hospital, which he perceived as a long incarceration and loss
of freedom.
In actual fact, the seminary bore all financial obligations in sending Sung for
treatment. The hospital fees alone amounted to at least $1,650.00, a substantial sum
given that a new car sold for about six hundred dollars and a new single-family home
under five thousand dollars.

74

All indications show that the purpose was remedial and

curative. 75 Compared to the State Hospital of New York, Bloomingdale Hospital was
considered an upscale psychiatric facility in the city, where some of the city's celebrated
citizens were sent for mental treatment. 76
Leaders at Union must have sincerely hoped Sung would recover fully from what
they hoped was a temporary nervous breakdown. For this, they needed look no further
than Harry Emerson Fosdick, who had a liking for Sung. The brilliant mind of Fosdick
had once experienced something eerily similar to Sung's. Fosdick had been hospitalized
in a mental hospital for about four months when he was about twenty-three years old in
1901. Interestingly, this happened during Fosdick's first semester at Union Theological
Seminary! Fosdick's biographer Robert Moats Miller wrote, "In November [of 1901] the
73 John Sung stated in Fuzhou in 1937 that the reason he was placed in a mental hospital was probably the
fact that he began rebuking everyone, from the President to the professors, and many others, seemingly for
following Modernism (Sung 1937b:42).
74 According to medical record on Sung from New York Hospital, Union Theological Seminary was listed
as the obligor, responsible for medical expenses at a weekly rate of$60.00. John Sung also mentioned that
the seminary paid $300.00 per month towards his hospital stay (Sung 2001 :24). In 1929, the price ofa new
Ford Fondor Sedan was $625.00 and an average new single-family home was $4,915.00 (Blumenthal
2002:33).
75 Bloomingdale Hospital boasted of high success rate in patient recovery. In 1919, Bloomingdale took in
309 new patients, and discharged 316, among whom, 53 percent had fully recovered or had greatly
improved. See State of New York 1920:57, 59.
76 Some of the rich and famous admitted to Bloomingdale Hospital included: Mrs. Ida von Claussen, a
Swedish countess (NY Times 1913:3); Carroll Livingston Wainwright, who was married to Edith Gould,
daughter of a New York tycoon (NY Times 1932:25); Henry Collins Brown, a prolific author and founder
of the Museum of the City of New York (Brown 1937).
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warning signals mounted: blurred vision, stomach spasms, pervasive fatigue, insomnia,
suicidal thoughts. He [Fosdick] seemed to be losing his mind and was gripped by a sense
of utter helplessness to brake the descent into darkness" (Miller 1985:44).
Miller went on to say, "In The Living of These Days [Fosdick's autobiography]
and a cluster ofletters and writings Fosdick is rather candid about this "most hideous
experience,' the 'inner hell' of this "neurotic agony' and "melancholia,' the "pit of utter
despair' in which he found himself, this 'terrifying wilderness' through which he traveled
and when he "dreadfully wanted to commit suicide'" (Miller 1985:45). John Sung
showed similar symptoms when he went through his life crisis moments. Fosdick would
not have been overly offended by Sung's outburst against Modernism, for he himself had
held what he regarded as a Fundamentalist outlook in his younger years. 77 Fosdick spent
four months in The Gleason Sanitarium in Elmira, New York, and was able to resume his
studies at Union in the fall of 1902 after a trip to England. 78
Suffice it to say, Fosdick would have been most sympathetic to Sung's condition.
He would have been a strong advocate on Sung"s behalf to make sure the seminary
sought out the best treatment possible for Sung. Fosdick was living proof that Sung's
mental condition could be remedied. Apparently, seminary authorities found Sung to be
such a "disturbed" person that medical intervention was necessary. Unfortunately, the

77 In his autobiography, Fosdick said he started out as a fundamentalist in his youthful days: "I recall, in
high school days, talking with a boy who doubted the doctrine of immortality and who argued with me
against its truth. I was horrified that such an attitude was possible. The fundamentalists in later years have
hated me plentifully, but I started as one of them" (Fosdick 1956:51). Interestingly, Sung would use this
argument in reverse in his ministry years, that he had once embraced theological modernism (Sung
193 7a:54-61).
78 Recalling his nervous breakdown in 190 I, Fosdick (1956:73) said, "Many times in later years I have
faced people who started in to tell me the inner hell of their neurotic agony-the waves of melancholia, the
obsessive anxieties, the desire for suicide and all the rest-and I have stopped them, saying: 'Don't you tell
me, let me tell you how you feel.' One typical man, with wide eyes, exclaimed when I was through: 'My
God! How did you know that?'"
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records of John Sung are no longer found at Union Seminary (Lyall 1956:39). There was
no way to show definitely why the school thought it necessary to put Sung under
psychiatric care.
However, John Sung's medical records do exist and provide an important piece of
information, namely, the length of his attack when admitted to the hospital. "Six weeks"
corresponds to Sung's narrative that his intense struggles had occurred since New Year's
Day in 1927. It would be fair to surmise that whatever mental problems Sung might have
had, perceived or otherwise, they were observed between January 1 and February 17,
1927.
Here, we can say that both Union professors and doctors in Bloomingdale thought
that Sung had a mental problem. But what was the diagnosis? According to Sung's
discharge register, under the column "form of insanity," it was stated, "psychosis with
psychopathic personality" (Medical Center Archives 1927). About two and a half
months after his admission, a possible diagnosis was established as "paranoid condition;
paranoid dementia praecox," which was the opinion of a team of doctors and nurses
based on a staff conference on April 28, 1927. Dementia praecox was an old medical
term for what is now called schizophrenia (Alvarez 1961 :85). Apparently, after two and
half months' observation, Sung was suspected to suffer from some kind of delusional
psychotic disorder in the eyes of the medically trained team. More interestingly, the
discharge register also stated that his condition was, "much improved," and not a full
recovery. This would be an important clue as well.
Was Sung really psychotic? Ample evidence can be found that Sung was his
normal self during his whole stay at hospital. Professor Rollin Walker of Ohio noted that
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letters Sung wrote to him during the latter's Bloomingdale days were "beautiful, humble,
Christlike letters, absolutely free from morbidity" (Lyall 1956:38). As we recall, it was
the same Professor Walker who had earlier alerted President Coffin of Sung's possible
mental problem. How then would medical professionals at Bloomingdale make a
diagnosis that Sung might be schizophrenic?
Most likely, John Sung's intense paranoia since January 1 led him to a crushing
point around February 10, when he finally found his spiritual breakthrough right at the
brink of a total nervous breakdown. 79 His behavior after that day took on a bizarre turn.
He became highly emotional and even confrontational. Sung's newfound zeal in
evangelism also made him a spectacle in most eyes. Sung said people started calling him
"the weeping preacher" because he would plead in tears that they repent from their sins;
at times, he would weep on his own when he felt the overwhelming love of Jesus (Sung
1937b:40). We should also note the physical exhaustion Sung had endured over the last
few months, probably induced by his lack of sleep and appetite for food. 8o Obviously,
Sung's internal struggles left him immediately after his "rebirth" experience. It was the
way he conducted himself (that is, his behavior, not his mental state) that got him in
trouble.
By February 17, John Sung was either fully recovered or at least well on the way
to being fully "sane." Sung's behaviors and actions right after his visionary encounter in
his room probably threw the seminary off a little. Immediately before and after entering
79 According to missionary Francis P. Jones, Sung's high school principal who knew him well, there were
tell-tale signs of mental disturbance or agitation outwardly that prompted the seminary to send Sung to the
mental hospital (Jones 1969:21). Since Jones was still in Hinghwa when Sung returned in 1927, and left in
1929 to study at Union Seminary, he could have looked at Sung's version with a perspective gleaned from
those who handled or knew of Sung's case (UTS 1937:423).
80 John Sung s hospital diary shows he gained weight soon after his admittance to the hospital. He weighed
118 lbs. on February 26, and 126.5 lbs on March 20. He could have gained more than 10 lbs. in about one
month.
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Bloomingdale, John Sung exhibited what I would call "infantile naivete" as a newborn.
Either that, or he had temporary lost his mind. He sang and wept, for joy and for painjoy from his rediscovered faith and vision of Jesus, and pain for those whom he took to
be lost.
At Bloomingdale, doctors asked Sung if there were any history of mental illness
in his family. Sung replied that Jesus was his father and Saint Paul his brother and added
that both Jesus and Paul were seen as crazy during their time. He would challenge and
ask each hospital staff if they had been washed in the blood of Jesus. These utterances
coming from the mouth of a learned Ph.D. must have confinned what the doctors heard
from the seminary. Compounding the problem, when John Sung realized that doctors
had sent a hospital attendant to read his diary, he used mystical words and wrote that God
and Jesus were speaking to him. Obviously, it was not hard for the doctors to diagnose
John Sung as schizophrenic.
It does appear, however, that John Sung did come very close to a total nervous

breakdown. Sung's mental suffering was intensified as he tried to find a way to balance
his faith and science, as well as to figure out the meaning of life. He went for a long
stretch without sleep until the fateful night of February 10, 1927 When he was
hospitalized on February 17, the Bloomingdale doctors saw a John Sung ravaged by
physical exhaustion and much weakened. Actually, Sung was then well on his way to a
full recovery. Whatever problems he had with the mind were fully resolved by Sung's
renewed faith in his heart a week earlier. But his bizarre behavior and speech prevented
the psychiatrists from understanding him.
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In his own autobiographical account, Sung mentioned the nature of his struggle

which intensified from the New Year's Eve of 1926 to February 10 of 1927. Sung said
by the end of 1926, he had lost his faith because of Union Theological Seminary and had
in fact contemplated returning to China never to become a preacher. It was then that he
heard the voice, "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and will bring to nothing the
understanding of the prudent" (Sung 1957:139).
Years later, missionary William E. Schubert met the Chinese consul who helped
secure Sung's release from the hospital. When asked about Sung's condition in 1927, the
consul replied, "Sung was no more crazy than you or I; he just had a good case of oldfashioned religion, and it was so unusual in New York City that they thought he was
crazy" (Schubert 1983: 116-117).
Before proceeding further, it will be helpful to look more closely at the
intersection of John Sung and Uldine Utley, as well as at the person of John Roach
Straton. The crossing of their paths at a critical juncture was to chart an important
trajectory in Sung's life and ministry in Asia.
Harry Fosdick, Uldine Utley, John Straton, and John Sung
On October 3, 1926, two seemingly unrelated events were reported side by side
amidst many others in New York Times' regular Sunday column, "Today's Programs in
City's Churches" (NY Times 1926d:E4). One was about the Rev. Dr. Harry Emerson
Fosdick preaching his first sermon at his new pastorate, the Park Avenue Baptist Church
in New York City, where the Fosdicks would be formally welcomed and receive "the
right hand of fellowship." The other article reported on Uldine Utley, the fourteen-year-
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old girl evangelist, preaching three times that day at the Calvary Baptist Church under the
sponsorship of the Rev. John Roach Straton.
These particular events were not as important to the present study as were the
persons involved, namely, Fosdick, Utley, and Straton. The timing and place were
coincidental and yet precise, the autumn of 1926 in New York City. The direction of
John Sung's life would forever be changed after his New York sojourn, and his
interactions with these three personalities, though brief, figured importantly in the
change. The intersection of this unlikely foursome,81 becomes meaningful as we study
Sung's life and his later career. It placed Sung at the center of the Protestant theological
maelstrom ofthe early twentieth century. In New York, and of all places, at Union
Theological Seminary, Sung's life intersected with liberalism, Fundamentalism, and
Pentecostalism within a wider context of positivistic scientism. The impact continued,
and I will argue, that the genius of Sung engaging the seemingly contradictory tenets
represented by Fosdick, Utley, and Straton is worthy of a closer look, although a detailed
study is beyond the scope of the present research.
John Sung arrived in New York City on September 20, 1926, six days before
Uldine Utley began her month-long revival meeting in New York. She was on her way
to becoming a national celebrity with the New York debut. John Roach Straton, the
famed Fundamentalist who took on the mantle of William Jennings Bryan, was singularly
instrumental in making that happened. Straton met Utley a year before and opened the
way for her to appear in New York in 1926. It was true that Uldine Utley was on her way

81 Lee Canipe identifies John Roach Straton and Uldine Utley as an "unlikely pair" as he studies Straton's
stance on woman in Baptist pUlpit (Canipe 2005:64). With John Sung in, it naturally becomes an "unlikely
triad."
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to fame before 1926. But the sponsorship of Rev. John Roach Straton and her debut in
New York catapulted Utley to national limelight.
Uldine Utley had wanted to be a star on the stage ever since young. But her life
was totally changed when she attended Aimee Semple McPherson's tent meeting in
Fresno, California, when she was nine years old. Uldine was greatly moved by the time
altar call was given. She walked forward to shake McPherson's hand and be prayed for.
She felt she was called to serve God at the same time, as "she wanted to be a David and
fight the devil, Goliath" (NY Times 1926a: 14). Uldine Utley begun preaching at 11 and
was soon known widely as "pupil of evangelist Aimee Semple McPherson" (Time
1927c). Her oratorical eloquence and her charming look helped to make her a sensation
in newspapers. By the mid-nineteen twenties, Utley had become a traveling evangelist,
much like Aimee Semple McPherson in her earlier evangelistic career, and preached twohour sermons in revival meetings across the country.
John Roach Straton met Uldine Utley at a convention in Florida. He was
enthralled with the young preacher. He saw in Uldine not only her preaching ability, but
the potential of her evangelizing sinful New York. For Utley, it was a golden
opportunity. Rev. Straton's network would provide access to churches she otherwise was
unable to connect herself. Indeed, it was through that network and sponsorship of Straton
that Uldine Utley was able to hold a month-long revival in New York in 1926, followed
by a prolonged mass evangelistic outreach the following spring that lasted more than six
months. The latter was mostly back-to-back week-long meetings conducted in churches
across New York City, which finished off with a month-long tent meeting across the
Yankee Stadium which ended in August of 1927. Reportedly, an average of2,500 to
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5,000 attended the Uldine Utley's "Tent Cathedral," and about fifty were converted at
each meeting (NY Times 1927d:1O).
However, the pairing of Straton and Utley was a most unusual one. A
Fundamentalist Baptist, Straton's denomination would not allow women in the pulpit.
Indeed, Lee Canipe dubbed the two as an "unlikely pair" in his article, "The Unlikely
Argument ofa Baptist Fundamentalist: John Roach Straton's Defense of Women in the
Pulpit." Straton's sponsorship ofUldine to preach from his pulpit drew much criticism
from Fundamentalist leaders across the country, especially from his own denomination.
He however defended vehemently the right for women to preach, both in writing and
from the pulpit, after volleys of criticisms that aimed squarely at him.
It was clear that Straton intended to coach young Uldine on the fundamentals of

Christian faith. Indeed, he invited the young evangelist for prolonged stays in New York
and in his vacation house in New Jersey. Under Straton's tutelage, Uldine improved
greatly in her oratorical skills as well as her theological understanding along the
Fundamentalist line. Perhaps, too, Straton was hoping that Uldine would serve a wider
purpose in becoming a Fundamentalist champion among the youth of that day.
However, it would not be a one-directional coaching or influence. For Uldine had
modeled her preaching and ministry after those of Aimee Semple McPherson's to great
success. Before coming to New York, she had already conducted several big meetings in
the South. She was a practicing Pentecostal evangelist, and her healing services were
widely reported in the news 82 before she went to New York. In fact, she exerted much

82 Although historian Edith Blumhofer said Uldine Utley was not Pentecostal, there were ample proofs to
see it otherwise. True, Utley was not a member of any of the Pentecostal churches. But her ministry and
practices were distinctly Pentecostal in nature. Reportedly, she was encouraged to preach and coached by
J.S. and Hattie McConnell, Pentecostal evangelists with ties to Aimee McPherson (Du Mez 2005:212-123).
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influence on Straton as well. For at the end of 1926, John Roach Straton began to hold
healing services in his church. By June of 1927, there was a split in Calvary Baptist
Church when a third of the deacons resigned. The reason given was: Straton had gone
the Pentecostal way, through Uldine Utley's influence. Some in Straton's church were
reported to have received "Holy Ghost baptism" and spoke in strange tongues, among
whom was one of Rev. Straton's sons.
John Roach Straton, a controversial figure in his own right, was an important
churchman in the theological landscape of New York. Called to lead Calvary Baptist
Church in 1918, Straton took on the whole city as his parish, shouting his Fundamentalist
conviction at all vices of New York and calling for repentance. He was never afraid of
entering into debates with anyone challenging his convictions, especially with atheists or
liberal Christians. He wore several nicknames on his sleeves, such as "the
Fundamentalist Pope," "Denouncer," and "Loud Baptist," all showing his combatant
spirit in defending Fundamentalism. Straton once jokingly said that ifhe were the
president ofthe United States, he would build a prison big enough to house professors of
Columbia University with a special wing reserved for teachers of Union Theological
Seminary (Time 1927b).

In terms of personality and theological mooring, John Roach Straton and Harry
Emerson Fosdick could not have been be further apart, although both were Baptist
pastors occupying influential Baptist churches in New York City. The words reported in
Time magazine were illuminating in summarizing their differences, "Among Baptist

ministers John Roach Straton and Harry Emerson Fosdick are antithetical- in training,
Another Pentecostal influence on Utley was Virginia Berg, an "Alliance/Pentecostal evangelist" (King
2006:225). Uldine Utley held healing services in several cities to great success. And through her, some in
Straton's church experienced healing and tongues (NY Times 1927c:4; The Bee Danville 1927:16).
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personality and ways of thought. Dr. Straton' s religion is absolute - his way or
damnation; Dr. Fosdick's religion is expanding - it includes good things of the past as of
the present" (Time 1927a). The pair embodied the stark contrast of two opposing strands
of modem Protestantism in America, namely Fundamentalism and Modernism. Straton
was fond of calling Fosdick "Rockefeller's pulpit puppet." The hostile exchanges
escalated following the wide distribution of Fosdick "Shall the Fundamentalists Win?"
sermon.
When John Sung arrived in New York in 1926, he first sat at the feet of Harry
Emerson Fosdick. Like other youths of his time, Sung was attracted to Fosdick's way of
applying science to the understanding of Christianity. Actually, his worldview molded in
science already placed him squarely in Fosdick's camp. However, Sung became
dissatisfied very soon. It led to his crisis of faith, as we have shown earlier.
The encounter with Uldine Utley and Straton thus seemed providentially timed.
The influence on John Sung was most obvious in his narrative of his rebirth on February
10, 1927. The language he used contained a Pentecostal flair, something not previously
the case up till that time. Words such "Holy Spirit Baptism," "the second coming of
Christ," "the precious blood of Jesus," and visions and special revelation became a
refrain following his February 10 experience. Also, John Sung's description of his future
calling as one of the many "John the Baptizers" was very much related to the experience
ofUldine Utley. For indeed, Utley told her Madison Square Garden audience on October
31,1926 that "I am just a little 'voice' crying in the wilderness, 'Make straight the way of
the Lord ,,, (NY Times 1926e: 16). The commission John Sung received was strikingly
similar. Admittedly, John Sung's calling was ultimately the work of God through the
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Holy Spirit. However, the human factor and influence should not be ignored. In the
person of Utley as well as through her experiences and spoken words, John Sung saw a
window into a fresh worldview. It would be a worldview to help him out of the dilemma
he was in. Through Uldine Utley's Pentecostal perspective, the work and person of the
Holy Spirit was discovered by Sung. Or a better way to say it, John Sung rediscovered
the faith once lost and availed himself of the tangible presence of the Holy Spirit in his
life.
John Sung did not sit under any of the persons named above for a long duration of
time. He frequently heard Fosdick preach, but he did not receive any formal tutelage
from Utley or Straton. However, as a reflective person with a mind of a genius, Sung had
plenty of time to work through the issues on his own. While at the mental hospital, Sung
was able to follow and digest his reading from all branches of studies. His daily reading
included The New York Times and all the newspapers and magazines available in the
hospital library. 83 He also read through the Bible forty different times, making notes and
charts in the margin of the Bible.
The change in John Sung can be best illustrated with a story he recorded in an
early diary entry. On his second day in Bloomingdale Hospital, Sung went through
several tests under the doctors. One was to test Sung's mental faculty and memory. The
doctor narrated a story and asked Sung to repeat it. He was able to retell it accurately.
When Sung wrote in his diary on February 19, he added an annotation to make the story
his own life account:

83 Henry Collins Brown observes that "the library had a most excellent assortment of books," including
masterpieces of all the great classics. Also, various newspapers of New York City were available daily
(Brown 1937:163-164).
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A cowboy (Shangjie [Sung's first name, written in Chinese]) from Arizona
(Yazhou [Asia, in Chinese]) came to San Francisco with his dog (Jidu de Ling [the
Spirit of Christ, in Chinese]) which he left at the dealer's where he purchased a
new suit of clothes. Dressed finely, he went to the dog. Whistled to him, called
him by name and patted him. But the dog would have nothing to do with him in
his new hat and coat, but gave a mournful howl. Coaxing was of no effect, so the
cowboy went away (zai yiguan [in the mental hospital, in Chinese]) and donned
his old garments, (in the natural mood and with the humble and gentle spirit)
whereupon the dog immediately showed his wild joy in seeing his master as he
thought he ought to be. (Sung 1927)
It was clearly a simple story which contained deeper meaning. A part of John

Sung's genius was his ability to see deeper meanings in ordinary events and things.
Here, Sung illustrated with a simple story his own struggle with liberalism and his reembracing of the old religion. Of interest to note is the use of "dog" in the story to refer
to the "Spirit of Christ." It showed an Americanized Sung. Chinese generally would
hesitate to associate anyone dignified with a dog. It would be a derogatory description
when a person was depicted or associated with the word "dog." However, there is no
record that John Sung ever told this story when he returned to China.
Coincidentally, as diverse as they were, all four figures mentioned in the present
subheading shared something in common. That is, during a certain period of their
lifetime, each was committed to a mental institution. Harry Emerson Fosdick and John
Sung were institutionalized for several months at the prime of their youth, both in their
first semester's studies at Union Theological Seminary! John Straton and Uldine Utley
died while they were hospitalized in mental facilities. According to a news report,
Straton died of a heart attack "after being in a critical condition in a sanitarium here
[Clifton Springs, New York] for the past month as a result of a nervous breakdown
suffered as the result of overwork" (NY Times 1929:20). On the other hand, Uldine Utley
left the limelight after her marriage to Eugene Langkop, a former traveling shoe
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salesman, on New Year's Eve of 1937.

84

Reportedly, Utley suffered a nervous

breakdown with "frequent spasms, shaking, and going stiff' sometime after 1938 (Du
Mez 2005:242). From 1939 onwards, her whereabouts were kept secret by the family.
According to historian Edith Blumhofer, Uldine Utley "spent the rest of her life in
California mental institutions" until her death in 1995 (Blumhofer 1999:315; Du Mez
2005:227).
These coincidences could be more than just anecdotal, especially in the cases of
John Sung and Harry Emerson Fosdick. Worthy for further exploration might be mental
health and religious zeal or conversion. Does intense religious experience have any
direct impact on one's mental experience? Given that mental wellness might be
differently defined in John Sung's time, the answer will probably require expertise in
psychiatry, preferably with biblical and theological training. 85 Of particular interest is a
comparison study on the "conversion" experience of Harry Emerson Fosdick and John
Sung. Both were converted at Union Theological Seminary within or after the first
semester! Fosdick (1956:48-52) claimed he had had a Fundamentalist outlook in his
youthful days until his "revolt against orthodoxy" began at the end of the freshman years
at college. Was Fosdick's experience quite similar to John Sung's, only the outcome was

84 Kristin Kobes Du Mez mistakenly placed the marriage ofUldine Utley and Eugene Langkop in January
of 1936 in her fine article on the life and work of the girl evangelist (Du Mez 2005 :226). Both New York
Times and Time Magazine reported on the marriage in January 1938 (NY Times 1938:17; Time 1938).
85 Consult Dr. Walter C. Alvarez's study on mental patients who returned to normalcy in Minds that Came
Back (1961) and Julius H. Rubin's book, Religious Melancholy and Protestant Experience (1994).
Alvarez's study (1961: 138-157) on recovered patients whose psychotic conditions were due to religious
experience, includes Anton Boisen, George Fox, and William Cowper. Alvarez premised that "both
psychosis and religious conversion are attempts to reorganize the personality after it has been shattered or
somehow dislocated by major stress" (1961:11). The case of Boisen was particularly interesting, who also
attended Union Theological Seminary, 1908 to 1911. Boisen was exceptionally brilliant, whose other
degrees were from Yale in 1905 and Harvard in 1923 (UTS 1937:265). Interestingly, like John Sung,
Boisen was a former patient of Bloomingdale Hospital, in 1921 (Rubin 1994:223). Boisen's
autobiographical accounts were appropriately titled Religion in Crisis and Custom (1945) and Out o/the
Depths (1960) (Alvarez 1961:147-148; also see Leas n.d.).
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reversed? John Sung's struggle with orthodoxy also began during college years but was
finally resolved at Union Seminary.
Summary
It was necessary for John Sung to enter the inner sanctum of Modemism to realize

he did not fit there. His own spiritual experience confirmed this. Eventually, he forsook
a purely scientific approach to Christianity to embrace one that corresponded to his roots.
For this, John R. Straton provided a theological platform and Uldine Utley furnished a
vocabulary to help Sung unlock the spiritual vitality within him that was shaped by the
inspired word of God. 86
Ironically, John Sung had to be "converted" to conservative Christianity at Union
Theological Seminary, a bastion of theological liberalism! On top of that, the same
liberal school footed John Sung's theological education expenses, if we take at face value
John Sung's claim that he gained all his training at Bloomingdale Hospital.
Having completed his American education, both academic and religious, Sung
was ready to head home. What he learned in those seven and a half years would become
the foundation of his future ministry, as well as his contribution to Chinese Christianity.

K6 The name ofUldine Utley did not appear in Sung's biographies and sermons. He and his biographers
simply referred to Utley as a teenage lady evangelist. Mrs. D. I. Jeffrey, Christian and Missionary Alliance
missionary to French-Indochina, was the only one who named Uldine Utley in her article on John Sung
(Jeffrey 1939). Mrs. Jeffrey reported that after Sung attended the Utley revival meetings, "he was gripped
by the definite conviction, that a preacher of the gospel must receive the baptism of the Holy Ghost and get
new life himself before he could preach to others" (1939:744).
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Figure 2. John Sung's Photos

ca. 1919 (Student Visa Application form)

Ohio Wesleyan University 1923

With Members of Gospel Team
Ohio Wesleyan University, ca.1923

Child Evangelist Uldine Utley
ca. 1925
(Courtesy of Flower Pentecostal
Heritage Center)
Student Chemical Society
Ohio State Universtiy, 1925
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John Sung, Lincoln Nieh, Philip Lee, Andrew Gih, Frank Ling

The Bethel Band of Shanghai, ca. 1932

In Xiamen, ca. 1934
(Courtesy of Dr. Bill Brown)

John Sung Leading Revival in Gulangyu, Xiamen
November 11,1934 (Courtesy of Dr. Bill Brown)

CHAPTER 4

Preparation for a Wider Ministry

John Sung's ministry years can be divided neatly into five distinct stages. A
careful reading will reveal that in each of these stages, there was invariably a significant
change in the scope and extent of his ministries. 87 Also noticeable from our vantage
point is Sung's entering each stage almost reluctantly; the change usually forced upon
him by circumstances beyond his control.
Rev. William E. Schubert, a lifelong friend of John Sung's, wrote about these five
separate ministry periods, which reportedly were revealed to Sung in advance on the
night of his conversion in 1927 (Schubert 1976:23-24; Schubert 1983: 114). According to
Schubert (1983: 114), "As Jesus has told him [Sung]," these were symbolically
represented as water, door, dove, blood, and tomb. 88 In 1941, John Sung himself talked
about the various distinct stages of his ministry years. He referred to the three-year
scheme in each of the following: Hinghwa, Bethel, "Solo Years," and Southeast Asia. At
the time Sung reflected on this, he also said that he had entered a new stage: recuperation
from illness and a focus on the prayer ministry (Sung 1998a: 195-196).
In Chapters 4 and 5, we will touch on John Sung's life and ministry based on the
five periods mentioned above. The present chapter will cover his ministry years under

87 By 1937, Sung mentioned at least twice to different congregations that his life went through change
every three years (Sung 1963d:5; Tow 1985 :211).
88 In 1931, William Schubert recorded these in his notebook when John Sung told him about the five
periods of ministry (Schubert 1976:23-24; 1983: 114). It was revealed to John Sung on the night his
"rebirth" in 1927. Apparently, John Sung only divulged this to Schubert, as he thought it might be strange
to others. Although Schubert wrote in the 1970s after Sung's death, the "five periods" scheme was
mentioned at least twice in John Sung's edited diary published in 1995. On at least two separate occasions,
Sung wrote that he was deeply encouraged when Schubert reminded him he had entered a new stage of the
revealed ministry scheme (Song 1995:105,305).
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the Hinghwa Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church (1928 to 1930) and the
Bethel Mission in Shanghai (1931 to 1933).
This dissertation will show that John Sung continued to grow in his understanding
of his calling and ministry as an evangelist. This study will also show that the first two
periods were preparatory time for John Sung's wider ministry, which will be covered in
the next chapter. Right from the beginning, it was obvious that each stage of John Sung's
ministry was built upon the preceding stages.

The Water Period: Re-immersion (1927-1930)
Having sojourned in the United States for over seven and a half years, John Sung
sailed for Shanghai from Seattle on October 11, 1927. The long, transpacific seajoumey
would probably be monotonous for a lone traveler, but it would also bring many
reflective moments. Since John Sung was an introspective person by nature, the
flashbacks of past memories likely would have made him search intently for his life
purpose.
Much had changed since he last crossed the Pacific Ocean in 1920. Gone were
the youthful exuberance and anxious anticipation of a teenager seven and a half years
earlier. Now, by all accounts an accomplished scientist, John Sung had already achieved
what most could only envy for. Yet, he was besieged with a sense of uncertainty of what
might be awaiting him in the future. In a roundabout way, his return to China also
brought him back to his original intent in going to America. Was his pursuit in science a
detour in life so that he would return to his calling to be a preacher? Was he resolutely
set for a lifelong ministry as an evangelist?
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Tossing Away His Ph.D.
John Sung went through waves of struggles in answering God's call to be a
preacher. The time at sea would be no exception. Ten months earlier, on the tenth of
February, John Sung had understood that he would be a gospel bearer for Christ to the
world. However, he wrestled much with that calling.
For this, one needs to understand the background he grew up in. As a pastor's
son, he experienced poverty firsthand all through his early life. He mentioned that his
father made twenty dollars a month as a pastor after forty years of ministry (Sung
2001 :48). The family was so poor that John walked bare-footed throughout his high
school years. He did not greatly regard his personal aspirations and comfort, although
these would have been a part of his consideration. Rather, as the highest educated son in
the family, he also carried the weight of supporting his parents and the whole family- as
will be evident as the story unfolds.
Apparently, John had reasoned that it would be better for him financially to be a
science professor than to become a poor preacher. According to his own account, he
bargained with God. He argued that rather than becoming a preacher, he could easily
make four hundred dollars a year as a professor and would be able to support several
preachers with three-quarters of the salary. He would still be well off with the remainder
(Sung 193 7b: 168). For this reason, John Sung said, God placed him in the mental
hospita1. 89 This hinted that he continued to struggle even after he received the call
through a vision on February 10, 1927.

As far as I can ascertain, John Sung mentioned this only once in his preaching and nowhere else, stating
that God allowed him to be placed in the mental hospital partly because of his refusal to be a full-time
preacher. He told this to an audience of more than 1,600 Methodist preachers and Christian workers in
Fuzhou in 1937 (Sung 1937b:168).
89

162
However, the hospital confinement was not the end of John Sung's internal
struggle. He still entertained the idea of pursuing a career in science even after that
episode. He recounted a special vision in 1927, which most likely happened while in the
hospital: 90 "One day, I had a vision while praying. I saw one robed in doctoral regalia
lying inside a casket. Drawing closer, I saw that it was 1. Thereupon I heard, 'Present
yourself as a living sacrifice to your God!' I understood then that God wanted me to die
to myself, which I admit, was no easy thing to do" (Sung 2001:34).
In recounting the same event at another occasion, John Sung added that a sign

with the words "Dr. John Sung-dead" was placed on the casket (1963:59; Jeffrey
1938:744). He understood it to mean he ought to relinquish all his academic
achievements in order to serve his God.
Sung continued to struggle with his calling to be, as he understood it, a preacher
in his hometown. In telling his story, the Bethel Heart Throbs, an annual publication of
the Bethel Mission in Shanghai, portrayed this continual struggle vividly,
Many were the temptations that assailed him from the enemy of his soul on the
way over [the ocean]. What of his splendid ability for teaching Chemistry?
Would he not have ample opportunity to witness for God? He had at such great
cost to his health and weariness of body, won his diplomas and degrees. What
would he do with them now? In response to this temptation John Sung rushed to
his stateroom, took his six diplomas and three "keys" to the side of the boat, threw

90 John Sung repeated this vision of the casket in several of his messages when he mentioned his struggle
to follow God's will, but he did not provide an exact context. The were two possibilities. One is to take it as
happening in Columbus, Ohio, in 1926, right before he made the decision to enter Seminary. The other is
more plausible, taking it to have happened in 1927. This can be as seen from a sermon he preached, which
suggested the event took place in the same year in which he returned to China (Sung 2001:34). From
Sung's Diary entry at Bloomingdale, this event could have taken place on February 26, two days after he
completed the reading the book of Romans, where he recorded: "Last night I made some dreams which
showed the selfishness and the fame-seeking of the old man. I woke up and asked Father to forgive my past
ignorant struggles for the job and living which occupied most of my thinking. I decided to leave all my life
plans in the hand of our Father. Neither money nor position can tempt me to give away my new call. I find
all my weak qualities in my dream. May God give me the power to conquer all enemies. Father did answer
me: "you are no bastard but Sons with one Father." As I mused upon the dreams, the sharp contrast
between my past and the present was astonishing (Sung 1927; see also Jeffrey 1938:744).
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them over into the blue waters of the Pacific, saying, "Now the devil can never
tempt me again on that score! There goes my pride. (Hughes 1931 :24)
This account of John Sung tossing his diplomas and the gold keys into the Pacific
Ocean would become an oft-repeated introduction of the famous evangelist in later
years. 91 The story was told by Sung only in some of his sermons but not recorded in any
of his autobiographical accounts. At another occasion, other details were added by Sung
himself, when he told an audience of 5,000 in Xiamen in 1937:
On board ship, I saw my fellow countrymen smoking opium and gambling away.
And then I overheard a Westerner's comment, "Look at these Chinamen! Aren't
they worse off than dogs?" Hearing that remark, I immediately rushed to my
stateroom to weep and cry before God, "Oh God, save my countrymen!" After
that, I took off my Western suits and put on Chinese clothing. And I threw away
my doctoral gold keys. There and then I vowed, even unto death, I would be a
preacher in China. And I am willing to die just so my countrymen could be
saved. (Sung 1989:60)
It would be easy to judge Sung as having acted impetuously. However, he did

keep one of those diplomas, the Ph.D. awarded by Ohio State University, to present as a
gift to honor his parents. According to missionary Rev. Winfred B. Cole, who saw it
framed and hung in the home of his parents, John once told him, "Things like that are
useless. They mean nothing to me" (Lya111964:48).
It appears that Sung not only dealt decisively with the issue of devoting himself to
serve as a preacher; he also determined to follow God's leading to work in his hometown
of Hinghwa92 (Xinghua), a backward countryside away from the limelight. This
appeared to have been a clear conviction that came after or during his hospital stay. It

91 I heard my grandmother said many times during my childhood years whenever John Sung's name is
mentioned, "Oh, that Dr. Sung, he threw away his Ph.D. gold key into the Pacific Ocean to become a
greacher. No wond~r h~ was filii ~fGod'~ power!" .
..
." .
"
- Though modern Pmym renders It as "Xmghua," I WIll use the tradItIOnal spelhng, Hmghwa, to keep
consistency with how it was used in most of the missionary literature in Sung's time. Note however, some
earlier literature also spelled it as "Hinghua," "Hing-hua," or "Hsinghua." Likewise, using "Sienyu"
instead of "Xianyou."
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was quite a drastic change. When he first arrived at Union Seminary, he wrote to his
parents telling them of his intention to work for the Young Men's Christian Association
in big city centers such as Beijing or Shanghai (Song 2006:30).
Family Reunion
Making his transit through Shanghai, John Sung reached Hinghwa by sea on
November 7, 1927. The first thing he did was to purchase Chinese-style clothing and
shoes before making his way home. 93 From the very first day of his return, John made a
conscious commitment to wear a Chinese gown in his preaching ministry. In fact, it
would become one of John Sung's "trademarks." He was never seen wearing a Western
suit after that in all his preaching appearances. We will come back to discuss this, as it
was of great significance in Sung's life and ministry. Suffice it to say, one should note
Sung's intentionality in his determination to preach the gospel.
Meanwhile, as the first Hinghwa boy to earn a doctoral degree, Sung found
himself the center of attention. He was invited to address his alma mater in the assembly
the next morning. Those expecting to see an American Ph.D. were surprised to meet a
young man in full Chinese attire, from his gown down to the shoes. Sung told his
listeners about the four main principles he now espoused, namely; humility, love for God,
willingness to sacrifice, and self-denial.
The family celebrated the homecoming of their precious son. Since John had not
informed his family of his return, it was a joyful surprise, though John noted it was one
mingled with a certain degree of sadness. This was obvious in his father's first greeting,
"Who are you? Are you indeed the mentally-ill son now returned?" (Sung 1957:141).
John found out that Union Seminary had earlier informed his parents of his medical
93

The seaboard episode with him donning Chinese clothing is best seen as Sung telescoping his life story.
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condition. On top of that, instead of donning a Western suit befitting a learned scholar,
John now returned home wearing a blue colored Chinese gown, usually worn by farmers.
He said his family looked at his new attire with amazement, suspecting that he might not
have fully recovered (Sung 1962d: 107).
One should note that psychiatric science was in its infancy in the West at that
time. In the Chinese culture, mental illness was especially little understood, and usually
associated with fear and shame. On the second day of his return, John was able to tell his
father the real reason of his hospitalization. Nevertheless, he said it would take his
94

parents one month's observation to finally be convinced that their son was indeed sane
and sound (Sung 1957:141-142).
Given the circumstances, it is not hard to understand his parents' perplexity. The
letter from the seminary bearing the sad news of their son's mental illness earlier that
year must have brought them much pain and heartache. The tormenting thought of their
smartest son now sent to a mental institution, when they could neither help nor visit, must
have been excruciatingly painful. Indeed, if their son was fully sane now, they would
need to see it with their own eyes.
Earlier, Sung had resolved to be a preacher in China even unto death. He had
thrown his academic accolades and accomplishments into the Pacific, signifying a bold

94 Careful reading of Sung's autobiographical accounts will reveal an obvious contradiction about the
amount of time Sung said it took his parents to accept his sanity. In the 1930 account, Sung (1957: 141142) mentioned it took a month. But in his autobiography published in 1933 (Sung 1995b:94), Sung said it
took his parents one week to be sure. Granted there were no errors of print and memory in Sung's part, we
can reconcile these differences. In all likelihood, Sung's explanation of his "born again" experience and
newfound faith was soon accepted by the parents, based on their observation. However, since Sung's
insistence in forsaking a promising career in science for the lowly paid ministry meant a sacrifice that
defied logical understanding, it easily allowed a certain degree of remaining suspicion. However, we can
say for certain that whatever vestige of suspicion was all gone after a month.
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detennination. Now, having come home, he would face yet another test, a test on his
willingness to renounce all to be a preacher of the gospel.
John Sung recounted what happened in the thanksgiving gathering held in his
honor after he had shared of his intention to serve God,
My father told me, "You ought to earn money [by becoming a professor] to
support your younger siblings." With a smile, 1 replied, "Father, 1 [the ambitious
John] have already died in America. Now, 1 [the present John] am detennined to
be a preacher for the Lord, for it is Christ who lives in me." Everyone thought 1
was crazy. My younger siblings wept in disappointment. Father scolded me.
Then my mother tried to persuade in tears, "Your dad had been a preacher for
over thirty years but had little saved. And 1 have been washing clothes for others
all my life [to support the family], you should at least consider my happiness."
To this 1 simply replied, "I am already dead. 1 must serve the Lord." (Sung
1962d:l06-108; See also Sung 1963c:59; 2001:34-35)
John thought he had already set his mind resolutely, but the temptation to move
away from his calling still resurfaced. The family's request was most reasonable, but it
would mean setting aside his higher calling. John said, "I agonized over this and felt as if
the old John Sung in the casket was coming alive. At which time 1 prayed, 'Lord, please
let me die, 1 will serve you'" (Sung 1962c:26).
It appears that for the next few days, John took every opportunity to share with his

family what had happened in New York and about his new calling to preach the gospel to
the world. Father Song tried to talk his son out of it. Then, on November 18, ten days
after John's return, his father finally erupted in anger against John's refusal to change his
mind. John remained silent through the torrents of his father's scolding. His father's
temper finally subsided by dinner-time, he said, and he was able to share about the
suffering he endured in America. John told his father he understood and agonized for the
family's financial situation but he must not turn away from his calling. He handed over
all the money he had to his father, slightly over one thousand seven hundred dollars. It

167
was John Sung's hard-earned money he originally set aside for future ministry. But now
God prompted him to give the money to the family, especially to support his younger
siblings' schooling needs (Song 2006:44; Sung 1962c:26). There would be no
compromise in his resolve to serve God as a preacher.
Apparently, after this discussion with his father, John needed to deal with his own
heart once again. He wrote about it in his diary,
I awoke in the middle of the night and could hardly fall back to sleep. Though
there were tall mansions in the world, but the Son of man had no place to lay his
head. The more I ponder on it, the more I agonized over it. And the more I
agonized, the more I cried. But through all these, the call to preach the gospel to
the world was becoming clear as day. (Song 2006:44)
Seeing how determined his son was throughout their many discussions, Pastor
Song Xuelian finally agreed that John was truly called by God to be a preacher.
From Western Suit to Chinese Gown
John Sung's casting away his Western suit deserves closer examination. Western
suits and clothing had by that time been popularly accepted in China. Especially as a
student just returned from America, John Sung was expected to don suits and tie,
furnished with a Western hat. But his adoption of the Chinese-style attire at the age of 26
and his persistence in this showed the same incredible determination and intentionality he
had manifested from earlier on. Was this a subtle way to show his anti-imperialist
stance? Was it perhaps triggered from the ship incident when he heard the derogatory
remarks about Chinese being worse than dogs? It could very well be. Or, did it go
further? It did go further, for it showed his resolve to be a preacher.
Most likely, John Sung was inspired by great examples he studied. During the
winter break of 1926, Sung began reading biographies of spiritual giants in his search for
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a way out of the dilemma he was in. He would certainly have been familiar with Hudson
Taylor'S adopting the Chinese clothing and hairstyle. It could be argued that he was also
deeply inspired by another great preacher, whose conversion experience seemed to mirror
his own.
Sometime towards the end of 1926, John sent a postcard to his parents in which
he wrote the translated verses of the famous poem commonly known as the "Prayer of
Saint Francis.,,95 It so happened that the year 1926 was the 700th anniversary of the death
of Saint Francis, which was celebrated in style in New York City. In fact, John Sung
arrived in New York two weeks before the feast day of the saint. There were several
programs commemorating this event. On Sunday, October 3, 1926, New York Times
announced that many pastors in the city would preach on Francis of Assisi (NY Times
1926d:E4).
John Sung's familiarity with the story of Francis of Assisi can be seen in two
episodes of his life. Once in April 1932, after reading Sherwood Eddy's rendition of
Saint Francis's life, he commented that Eddy missed a most important aspect, namely, the
power of the Holy Spirit in the life of Francis (Song 2006: 152). Again, when he began
spending more time with his family due to health constraints in 1940, John told stories of
spiritual giants to his three daughters. The first person on his list was, Francis of Assisi
(Song 2006:382).
It would be fair to say that John Sung was impressed by the life of Francis of

Assisi. We can actually find many traits in the life of Saint Francis that appealed to John
Sung. In the biography of Francis, he was portrayed as one who renounced his wealth
95 In a 2000 personal interview with John Sung's daughter, Tianzhen Song showed me the postcard, which
she at first presumed to be an original poem of John Sung's. The poem is commonly attributed to Francis
of Assisi, though it might not have been written by him.
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after a clear conversion experience. Francis also wore a simple garment, one that
identified him with peasantry of his time. It is also interesting that Francis of Assisi
made a vow of poverty and formed a community of missionaries, the Franciscan Order.
Kenneth Baxter Wolf, professor of history at Pomona College, in The Poverty of
Riches: St. Francis ofAssisi Reconsidered, examines the idea of voluntary poverty in the
life of Francis of Assisi. Wolf (2005: 17) notes, "Just as the fancy clothes that Francis had
worn in. his previous life symbolized his elevated position in the social hierarchy of
Assisi, so the poor, hand-me-down clothes that he donned after his conversion made a
clear statement about his identification with the lowest social strata."
Wolf provides a keen insight when he discusses Francis choosing a simple tunic
0

for his life:
The level of self-consciousness and deliberation that the spiritually regenerated
Francis came to exercise in his choice of clothing is striking. Initially it was
enough for him simply to cast off the fine garments that he, as a merchant's son,
had been expected to wear. But as his amorphous conversion began to coalesce
and take its distinctive shape, he became as attentive to the "style" of his new
outfit as he had been to the old one that he had relinquished to his father. (Wolf
2005:17-19)
Was not John Sung's donning the Chinese gown much like the self-imposed
poverty of Francis of Assisi? Was it not John Sung's way of seeking to reflect the inner
change that took place in New York? More precisely, it affirmed his calling to be a
preacher of the gospel for Jesus Christ. We ought to remember that what John Sung did
was not merely a change of an outer form in his dressing style. More importantly, the
change reflected something more significant within, that is, John Sung's denouncing his
own successes to focus solely on his Lord Jesus.
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It should be noted, too, that John Sung evidently not only chose an indigenous

style outfit for himself in adopting the Chinese gown, but he deliberately chose for
himself cotton of lower quality commonly used by farmers and laborers of the time. It is
no wonder many described their first impressions of John Sung as one like a "Chinese
coolie" in his blue gown (Hughes 1931:24; Fitkin 1940:23; Schubert 1976:24). Sung
(1967:166) admitted that people looked down on him when he first went to Beijing in
1931, wearing a Chinese blue gown and being unable to speak Mandarin Chinese.
Elisha Wu said he was so turned off by Sung's appearance and pulpit mannerisms
that he walked out of the meeting hall when heard Sung for the first time (Wu 1961a:23).
Incredibly, Wu had travelled at least "a hundred miles" to Shantou, Guangdong Province,
to listen to John Sung the American-trained scientist. Apparently, Wu did go back to
listen to Sung as he commented much on Sung's powerful preaching and how he was in
tears remembering the early demise ofa spiritual giant in 1961 (Wu 1961b:30). Another
person who had a bad first impression of John Sung was a young physician by the name
of Lim Puay Hian (Tow 1976:47-49). Having heard Sung for the first time, he too
decided to not return to the meetings. However, Lim would be soundly convicted soon
after and would follow in "John Sung's steps," becoming one of the most successful
imitators of Sung's. During and after World War II, Lim worked extensively in the
Southeast Asian region, leading revivals in many of the same areas John Sung had visited
(Tow 1976:14-15).
As John Sung pointed out later, his choosing of the path of an evangelist meant
that he was nailing away all his worldly prides and self-seeking desires. This degree of
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renunciation marked out his life from others. It was by no means a once-and-for-all deal,
but actually something he needed to deal with intentionally throughout his life.
It is important to mention that when John Sung answered the call to be a preacher,

he had to overcome a big hurdle. That is, the issue of poverty and economic hardship as
a Chinese preacher in the 1920s. It would not be easy to understand this unless one put
oneselfinto John Sung's position. With his accomplishments as a learned scientist, he
had achieved the Chinese ideal of attaining the ability to get well remunerated positions
through hard work in pursuing his education. It would be fair to say, his choice
represented a higher degree of renunciation than would have been the case with most
other Chinese. John Sung had to consciously renounce or give up what he had already
earned: a promising career possibility with its comfort and prestige. During that era,
becoming a pastor in China amounted to committing to a life of poverty. John Sung said
on numerous occasions that he had initially refused to become a preacher because he
feared living in poverty and lack, just like his father (Sung 1989:48).
Settling Down: Husband, Teacher, Christian Worker
While he was fully committed to the call, John understood the financial burden on
his father's shoulders. So, when an invitation to teach came his way, he took it. From
the beginning of 1928, he taught chemistry and the Bible at two high schools: Guthrie
Memorial High School, his alma-mater, and Hamilton Girls' School. He would teach
three days each week and devote the rest of the time to church ministry, mainly helping
out in evangelism and leading Bible Studies.
On another front, John Sung's parents had been trying hard to convince their son
to fulfill his engagement vow, or more accurately, their promise of their son's
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engagement vow. So on November 20, 1927, John fmally met his fiance, known
previously only through letters and photos. From John"s record of their conversation, this
was not a romantic date at all! Incredibly, he told Miss Yu Jinhua upon their first
meeting that he had earlier committed to a life of celibacy, implying the marriage was
mainly the parents' idea. John also told her that she should be willing live sacrificially
after they were married (Song 2006:44).
About a month after their first meeting, the couple was married on December 18,
1927. After the wedding, John Sung told his new wife of all the pains he endured in
America as well as the joy of spiritual fellowship with God. The new Mrs. John Sung
told him about a dream she had right before she agreed to their engagement, in which a
lady missionary told her to marry John. She took it to mean that their marriage was Godordained. It certainly was no less challenging for her to agree to this marriage, especially
since word of his hospitalization at a mental institution had spread through the area. Mrs.
John Sung would become a strong supporter of her husband's ministry in years to come,
albeit quietly most of the time. Rev. William E. Schubert, who knew the couple well,
said that Mrs. Sung was most supportive of her husband's work and felt that she was
never critical of John Sung (Schubert 1976:71).
Strangely, John Sung made no mention of his marriage in all his autobiographical
accounts. Three days after the wedding, he was overheard by Mrs. Lucille Jones, the
wife of his high school principal, saying he wished he had not married (Lyall 1964:51).
Relearning the Culture
John Sung had a nickname at this time. Behind his back, he was called Fengzi

Zhuangyuan, which translates as "Dr. Crazy" or "the Crazy Ph.D." (Yu 2003). One
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ought to remember that Sung returned to China somewhat Americanized. Some of his
peculiar ways could have been due to his lack of cultural sensitivity, which proved to be
quite unacceptable.
John Sung the American doctor caused some stir in his wife's hometown
Huangshi (sometimes translated literally as Yellowstone in English). It was customary
for a married daughter and her husband to return to her parents' home to pay respect on
the first day of the Lunar New Year. So it was on January 23, 1928, that a proud Yu
family welcomed the learned son-in-law. Seizing the golden opportunity, Pastor Wei of
the Methodist Church of Huangshi saw it as a great way to hold the New Year
Celebration of his church at the Yu residence. What better way to hold it than to have an
American doctor speak on an auspicious day, the first day of the New Year?
As expected, a big crowd turned up, and people made their way into the courtyard
of the family. John Sung did something most bizarre in the Chinese eyes. He closed the
gate to the house when the courtyard was already filled with people. Pastor Wei was
beside himself, as closing one's gate or door during the festive period of the New Year
was seen as unlucky, signifying all good fortune being blocked out through the next year.
But Pastor Wei would have a bigger shock very soon. Dr. John Sung next hung pictorial
posters on the wall, as he was prepared to tell the story of Lazarus. When he came to
Jesus approaching the tomb of Lazarus, Sung acted out the part passionately. He cried
out, "Lazarus, oh, Lazarus, oh, you are now dead!" The people must have been appalled,
for he wailed out in the style of a funeral dirge just as the locals did when they mourned
their departed loved-ones. He was good at it, too. Crying itself was also deemed
unlucky, much worse, a mournful cry for a dead person! Pastor Wei worried for the next
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12 months that some ill fortune would befall that family or any of the non-Christian

friends.

96

This episode seems to highlight John Sung's ignorance about cultural taboos of
his own people. He must have had an earful that day and possibly, many more to come
as he continued to learn through more cultural blunders. These were actually helpful,
however, in re-immersing him into the cultural setting before his work expanded.
Revival and Persecution
That spring, John Sung helped Mrs. Elizabeth Brewster conduct Methodist class
leaders' training meetings for all five districts in Hinghwa and Sienyu (now Xianyou).
Their aim was to train lay Christian leaders. According to a report in The China
Christian Advocate, a missionary periodical published by the Methodist Episcopal

Mission, this unique program was so well received that preachers from the districts
requested such training at least once a year (Jones 1928: 15).
The highlight of the year 1928 was a special series of meetings held in Sienyu
City, part of the Hinghwa Methodist Conference, in conjunction with the Preachers'
Institute. It was held from May 17 to 24. John Sung was one of the main speakers,
together with invited guests, Rev. Joseph S. Flacks, a converted Jew, and three
evangelists from the Bethel Mission in Shanghai. Rev. Andrew Gih was the leader of the
Bethel group. It would be the first meeting between Sung and Gih, and they happened to
be roommates for a week. Gih was most impressed when John Sung, in one of the
services, answered his altar call to kneel in sincere confession, although Sung himself
was one of the main speakers (Gih 1963:1).

The account was told by Rev. Yucheng Yu, a nephew of Mrs. John Sung, who was present during the
narrated incident (Yu 2003).
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For the whole series of meetings, emphasis was placed upon repentance from sin,
regeneration, and sanctification (Hinghwa Annual Conference97 1928:39). One meeting
lasted three hours, where close to three hundred came under deep conviction of sin and
sought forgiveness.
In a letter written on June 9, 1928 to Miss Jennie Hughes of the Bethel Mission,
District Superintendent Rev. Winfred Cole of Sienyu commented,
How we praise the Lord for the great blessing. We see His leading all along the
way. I thought I was reaching out for quite a large blessing but did not expect
such a flood as came upon us. Now I am asking the good Lord that this may
prove to be just the beginning and that the Revival may go on until it reaches
every nook and comer of the work. (Hughes 1928: 19)
As a result of the meeting, most girls and a great number of boys from the high
schools were converted (Cole 1928a: 16). However, another outcome was less desirable.
It was probably during one of these meetings that John Sung claimed that idol worship

was practiced in the church whenever Christians bowed to the image of the late Dr. Sun
Vat-sen (Sun Zhongshan), the founding father of new China. Then word spread that
Sung was rumored to have belittled Dr. Sun Vat-sen as a corrupt leader who encouraged
arsons and murders. It caused quite a stir. Accusations against John Sung as
antirevolutionary were lodged at the local Guomindang Party Bureau (Song 2006:47).
Rev. Cole reported that because of the success of the meetings, anti-Christian
elements were stirred. Cole said, "They are threatening to seize Dr. Sang [John Sung]
saying that he ought not to be allowed to live. Students of government institutions try to
make disturbance at the meetings. Agitation is being stirred up in the local press" (Cole

97 Hereafter cited as HAC, referring to the Official Minutes of the Hinghwa Annual Conference, published
each year after the Annual Meetings.
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1928a:16). Apparently, the Party Bureau issued a "seize and shoot" order against John
Sung. 98
Eventually, the whole matter blew out of control. It turned out, it was also fanned
with rumors spread by a colleague who thought John Sung, being more educated, might
take over his position at the school (Song 2006:47). With students and others against
him, John Sung had one recourse: to resign from his teaching posts to concentrate in
preaching ministry. It was a blessing in disguise, for he wrote on June 21, "All thanks be
to the Heavenly Father, who through people and events not in my control, forced me to
resign from teaching in order to focus my full attention on preaching" (Song 2006:48).
However, John Sung revealed later that he was actually full of complaints to God until he
understood he was to focus solely on evangelistic work and not waste his time teaching in
the high schools (Sung 1990b:379).
Sparking a Youth Movement
This was the most important turning point. From now on, John Sung became a
full-time worker under the Hinghwa Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church. His
main duties were training class leaders and conducting evangelistic outreach in rural
churches. As we shall see, he came onto the scene at a most opportune time.
When summer holidays began, John Sung formed a gospel team consisting of
several Christian workers and some students who had recently converted during the
spring revival. They set out for the coastal regions to the south of Hinghwa for a twoweek witnessing trip. The whole trip was a great success. The youths would visit
98 The "seize and shoot" order against John Sung was revealed to him more than eight years later. That was
when the same Brigade Commander Lin Shouguo who was ordered to execute Sung, was converted during
Sung's campaign in Fuzhou, August of 1936 (Song 2006:283). After his conversion, Lin even escorted
Sung to travel from Fuzhou to his hometown in Hinghwa, as some instigators, most probably Communistic
elements, were threatening against John Sung's life during the Fuzhou meetings in 1938.
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families during the day and hold gospel meetings in the evening. Most of the time, John
Sung would have the younger ones share their testimonies, to be followed by his
message. Rev. Cole's report noted, "The churches there had not dared to meet at night
owing to their fear of bandits but they broke away from their fears and gathered by the
hundreds to hear these young folks preach and witness to what the Lord had done for
them" (Cole 1928b:9).
The team also experienced more than just witnessing. They saw with their own
eyes how Pastor Liu Chun Jia's wife was revived to health after they prayed earnestly for
her. Right from the beginning, they had to witness to idol worshippers and met many
cases of demon possession. Along the trip, John Sung also wrote a simple song that says,
"Praying is communicating with God, Reading the Bible can heal sickness and cast out
demons, Bible reading will help one be filled with the Holy Spirit, Christians ought to
read the Bible always" (Song 2006:49).
Class Leader Training
In mid-July, John Sung gathered more than fifty new Christians for a special
training retreat up in Tianma Shan (Heavenly Horse Mountain). As missionary in-charge
of evangelism in Hinghwa and sponsor of the meeting, Mrs. Elizabeth Brewster reported
that Sang Siong-ceh, Ph.D. (Sung's name as he was commonly known in his hometown)
was the main leader of the conference on evangelism. Later, four evangelistic teams
were organized to carry out evangelism in all districts of the conference. Mrs. Brewster
commented, "Wesley would have been pleased, we think with the teaching and
testimonies at our conferences" since they put much emphasis on regeneration and
sanctification (Brewster 1928: 14).
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Rev. Winfred B. Cole (1928b:9) described John Sung this way,
Dr. Sang, a young man still under thirty, returned from the States and vowed that
he had consecrated all his attainments to the Lord. He set a new pace for returned
students. He did not bargain for a high salaried position in the church but began
to issue a call to the church for renewed consecration and devotion. Sometimes
he spoke in stem tones like an Old Testament Prophet and often he pled with tears
in the loving tones of the Master. He was fearless.
At the end of July, John Sung travelled to a neighboring province, Jiangxi, to
attend a summer retreat in the famous Kuling Mountains. The retreat was led by Rev.
Chi a Yu-Ming (Jia Yuming), who invited John Sung to share his testimony in one of the
sessions. That would be the first time John Sung told his story to an audience outside his
hometown (Song 1995a:98).
Traveling Evangelist
That autumn in 1928, John Sung and another young man, Mr. Dai Meitai (De Bi
Tai, according to the Hinghwa Conference Roll), accompanied Mrs. Elizabeth Brewster
on a circuit visit to churches in the district. For nearly three months, they conducted
church surveys and evangelistic meetings. A significant feature in these visits is the
many mentions of idol worship, cases of demon possession, and sometimes even
confrontation with the evil spirits in public.
As John Sung's evangelistic efforts expanded, news about the young Christian
worker with a Ph.D. in science began to travel. Rev. Frank T. Cartwright, Methodist
missionary overseeing evangelism in Fuzhou, took an interest in John Sung's work. As
editor of The China Christian Advocate, Rev. Cartwright would have already read the
glowing account that he was asked to publish. He might have had an even greater
interest in John Sung as a fellow Ohio Wesleyan alumnus who had also attended Union
Theological Seminary (Argus 1949:2). Rev. Cartwright made a special trip to Hua Deng
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(now Huating) one Sunday to see John Sung in action. He reported that John Sung's
preaching was impassioned and patterned somewhat like that of Billy Sunday>s.
He [John Sung] would race back and forth on the platform or leap over the
Communion rail and stand in the aisles. Or he would walk down the aisles and
point his finger in the face of someone in the audience, then rush back to the front
of the church and perhaps stand on the Communion rail to finish his sermon!
People in considerable numbers came forward after every meeting to pray and to
accept Christ. (Lyall 1964:54; also Carson 1929)
John Sung also worked with Mrs. Elizabeth Brewster in leading revival meetings
with the intention of strengthening the church. At the end of the year, it was reported that
in one of the districts alone, several thousand had heard the gospel and that "many
became active Christians as a result of this campaign" (HAC 1928:50). Prayer and
scripture reading were stressed and the practice of idol worship was strongly denounced.
First Year Probationer and Conference Evangelist
The Hinghwa Annual Conference was convened in mid-November, 1928. During
the annual meeting, John Sung was admitted as a first year probationer of the Hinghwa
Annual Conference. The conference record indicates that John Sung "had passed in his
examination," was received to be on trial "in the studies for the first year," and, was
designated as "conference evangelist" for the year of 1929 (HAC 1928:5,22,29).
John Sung was asked to deliver the opening address when the conference
commenced with a Day of Prayer. Reportedly, the focus on prayer from the beginning
set the tone for the whole conference, filling it with a revival atmosphere (Cole 1929a:7).
Opportune reentry. The timing of John Sung's return to his hometown was well
appreciated by the missionary community and national Christian leaders. Christianity in
China came under great challenges in the 1920s, as previously noted. Since 1922, antiChristian attacks fused with nationalistic sentiments were rampant. Things escalated to
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their height in 1927, when the Southern Government Anny set out on the historic
Northern Expedition to consolidate the whole country under one command. In some
areas, Christians and missionaries were the targets of mob violence. As a result,
missionaries from the Hinghwa area were ordered by the Consuls of their respective
countries to evacuate to safer ports (NY Times 1927a:4). In Hinghwa, slogans such as
"Down with the church," "The church is imperialistic," and "Preachers are the running
dogs of Imperialism" were put up and many Christians were threatened (HAC 1927:386).
For a few months, rampant looting and persecution of Christians were also carried out
(HAC 1927:394). The 1927 Annual Hinghwa Conference meeting reported a dismal year
filled with threats and sometimes actual acts of violence. Church leaders and believers
were in a despondent state when many Christians withdrew from the church. During this
time of instability, banditry was also at its worst, making road travel treacherous.
After the Northern Expedition, things became more settled towards the end of
1927. Most of China was under one single command, and the country entered into a
period of relative peace. Right at this time, John Sung returned to his hometown.
Most noticeable was the marked change of mood between 1927 and 1928, shown
in the tone and outlook of the Annual Conference Reports of the Methodist Episcopal
Church in Hinghwa. In 1928, the name of John Sung showed up repeatedly in reports of
the district superintendents, evangelism departments, and revival campaigns in all the
districts (HAC 1928:38-40; 45-46; 50; 53; 53-55).
The timing of the May 1928 revival and John Sung's resignation from his
teaching positions were seemingly precision-timed for the whole Hinghwa Conference.
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For indeed from May onwards, John Sung was able to carry on the training and
evangelistic work to flame the fire started by the revivaL

In the evangelistic reports to the 1928 Annual Conference, John Sung's
contribution was obvious:
The answer to the persecution of our church and the attacks of the radicals has
been a forward movement in evangelism. This is the outstanding feature of the
year's work. Just when our preachers were, figuratively speaking, in hiding
because of the ridicule heaped upon them every time they made a public
appearance or ventured to say anything about Christianity, and while utter
discouragement possessed the majority of them., Dr. Sang Siong Ceh [John
Sung], one of our Hinghwa boys, came back with a Ph.D. in Science but that was
hidden by the glow of a heart which like that of Wesley's had been "strangely
warmed." He began to preach and to sound the call to repentance on the part of
the workers, for a turning from sin and a dedication of life to the work of the
Kingdom. This beginning work of his was well characterized by a visitor in our
midst when he said, "The young prophet is a combination of the weeping
Jeremiah and the thundering John the Baptist." Our church began to take notice.
There was a putting of hope in the things of the Spirit. Signs of a new life began
to make their appearance. Several institutes held early in the year for the training
of Class Leaders revealed a new force working in our midst. (HAC 1928:39)

In looking forward to a new year, Missionary Winfred B. Cole predicted that John
Sung's influence and work would eventually expand nationwide. He wrote, "We believe
that there is a great future for this consecrated servant of God and that before many years
pass he will be a factor in the church movement of not only our comer here but also in
that of the nation as well" (HAC 1928:45-46). Six months later, the same enthusiastic
endorsement was also carried in the important missionary publication, The China
Christian Advocate, where Cole (1929a: 15) said, "If we are not mistaken he [John Sung]
is going to become a factor in the Church of China as a whole."
He is growing. In his letter to the Bethel Mission on July 26, 1928, Rev. Winfred

B. Cole spoke glowingly about John Sung, "He has great power and consecration. He is
growing. He got much good from his contact with the Bethel Band" (Hughes 1928:20).
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A few months later, this same mentor figure in John Sung's life enthusiastically predicted
that John Sung would be a factor in the whole of China in the future.
A year after he began working in the Hinghwa field, John Sung's former principal
and missionary advisor at Guthrie Memorial High School, Rev. Francis Price Jones,
observed that John Sung's work in training class leaders were "very helpful" (Jones
1929). In his letter to a mission executive in New York, F. Stanley Carson also reported
that John Sung's work was "improving and getting stronger" (Carson 1929).
Widening Circle of Influence
A year earlier, John Sung had popped up on the map of the Methodist Church in
Hinghwa quietly, seemingly out of nowhere. In 1929, he had already become a widely
known preacher. As his name spread, invitations began to come his way. He was also
becoming a highly influential worker among the younger members of the church.
Decided influence on an important official. In January 1929, John Sung spent
about three weeks visiting several churches in the Sienyu district. While his team was in
the town of Doboi (Duwei), a government official by the name of Chen Kesan 99 (Deng
Koh Sang in the Hinghwa transliteration, as reported in the missionary writing) attended
John Sung's meeting and was fully convicted and repented of his sins. This was great
news as Chen was a high ranking police commander. Not too long later, Chen Kesan

Chen Kesan in later years became one of the key leaders of the Local Church under Watchman Nee. The
name "Chen Ke San" was mentioned in the first edition of John Sung's edited diary published by Levi
(Tianzhen) Song (1995), but was changed to "Mr. Chen" in the revised version published as The Journal
Once Lost (Song 1995:35,39,40,41,56; cf. Song 2006:55,57,59,60, 79), possibly an editorial bent to
avoid association with Watchman Nee and the Local Church movement in China in the latest revision.
Note also in 1936, whereas the earlier version mentioned "mother of Watchman Nee, Lin Heping," the
latest dropped the phrase "mother of Watchman Nee" altogether, although other persons associated with
Nee were named (Song 1995:218; cf. Song 2006:285). However, the full name of "Chen Kesan" was used
in the revised version of the book when no direct interaction between Chen and Sung is suggested (Song
2006: 104). Kinnear, Nee's biographer, identified Chen as "Chen Lu-san, a former police chief," most
likely a misreading of the second Chinese character (see Kinnear 1973:162).
99
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would resign from his official post to work as an evangelist. He became a great soul
winner and had once entertained the idea of working with John Sung. Probably
following John Sung's example, he told others the old Chen Kesan was dead, and the one
living was the Chen Kesan in Christ.
In the center of Mazu worship. Toward the end of February, John Sung and his

coworkers were invited to work in Meizhou Island, just off the Bay of Meizhou to the
south. Right at this time, Mrs. Sung was heavy with her first pregnancy. She requested
that John stay at home for the birth of their first child, as well as for John to rest a little
after several exhausting ministry trips. In typical John Sung style, the reply came. John
said he had already committed to the date and ministry. He ought not to hinder God's
work by tending to his own selfish needs. He simply asked Mrs. Sung to trust fully in
God, as God would provide fully (Song 2006:55-56).
John Sung and his team crossed over to Meizhou Island on February 26, 1929.
This island had long been revered as the birthplace ofMazu (Ma-Tsu) worship. Mazu,
also commonly known as Tianhou, occupied a central place in Chinese folk religion,
especially in Southern China, Taiwan, and other parts of Asia (see Boltz 1986:211-232).
Besides the main temple dedicated to Mazu, the small island boasted at least twenty other
temples.
While on the island, John Sung noticed how prevalent idol worship was. He also
observed how a couple was delivered from demon possession when the Christians fasted
and prayed together. After the demon was finally casted out, he concluded that, "Satan is
truly fearful when the saints prayed fervently in one accord" (Song 2006:56).
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When Sung returned home on March 12, he visited his wife and their newborn
daughter at the hospital. As will be seen, this would not be the only time John Sung was
absent during the birth of his child. In fact, he was absent during the birth of all five
children. He named the firstborn "Tianying," which means "heavenly infant." He also
gave her a biblical name, "Genesis." Several missionaries were appalled on hearing this
unusual name for a daughter, and some tried to persuade him to tone it down to "Gene,"
but to no avail (Brewster n.d.:36l).
Venturing out to South Fujian. By the end of 1928, John Sung's effectiveness
with the youth had spread further to the southern part of his home province, Fujian.
Before Christmas, he was invited to speak at churches and several high schools in
Zhangzhou (Chiangchiu or Changchow), Xiamen (Amoy), and Quanzhou (Chinchew or
Chuanchow). Sung said that he had to speak every day during his short stint in Southern
Fujian, and his heart was filled with heavenly joy (Song 2006:54). His ministry must
have been well received, as invitation was extended for him to return there for wider
work in Spring of 1929.
During the middle of March until early April, 1929, John Sung revisited southern
Fujian, Xi amen, and Quanzhou. Reportedly, he enjoyed great success in all three cities.
He told the Zhangzhou crowd, which swelled to about one thousand by the end of the
week, that the church in China was weak because she was plagued by three problems: sin
within, disunity, and lack of knowledge of the truth (Song 2006:56). Apparently, Sung's
remark was well received. Commenting on John Sung's work in Zhangzhou, The
Chinese Recorder, the premier English-language missionary journal, reported that "Dr.
Song [Sung] showed remarkably clear insight into China's present problems" (CR
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929b:402). Interestingly, the reporter also noted that, "Strangely enough, Dr. Song [John
Sung] found it necessary to preach in English, depending on an American missionary,
Rev. Eckerson, as his interpreter" (CR 1929b:402). In fact, this was no surprise. The
obvious explanation was that his native Hinghwa dialect was unintelligible to most of the
listeners in South Fujian. 1oo Also, Mandarin Chinese was not spoken throughout the
whole of China, and certainly, John Sung himself could not speak Mandarin at this point.
There is evidence to show that during the earlier years of John Sung's expanded ministry
across China, he spoke almost exclusively in English relying on local interpreters,
sometimes missionaries, to convey the message across to his Chinese audience.
Reportedly, John Sung made a lasting impact on the Zhangzhou audience. On
July 23, about four months later, missionary Miss Ramsey still gave a "glowing report of
the stir he [Sung] made the week he was in Zhangzhou" (Cole 192ge).
As was the case in Zhangzhou, John Sung spoke to his audiences in Xiamen and
Quanzhou in English. The Chinese Recorder made a brief mention that Dr. John Sung
was the speaker for special services in Xiamen (Amoy) during the Chinese New Year
(CR 1929a:401). Missionary Winfred Cole also heard good report of John Sung's work
in South Fujian when he informed the readers of The China Christian Advocate that "Dr.
S. C. Sang [John Sung], our Conference Evangelist, was loaned to the Amoy church for
the month of March and reports from there show that his ministry was blest of the Lord"
(Cole 1929c:15; Ridout 1929c:7).
During the three-week stint outside his home district, John Sung apparently overexerted himself, as he wrote that his fistula flared up again, with much pus and bleeding

100 In fact, except for areas covered by Hinghwa (Putian) and Sienyu (Xianyou) districts and their
surroundings, the Hinghwa dialect was unintelligible to Chinese across the whole country.
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(Song 2006:57). Just as he wrote in his Bloomingdale Hospital diary, the pain would
come back often when he was under pressure.
An extraordinary case. In April 1929, John Sung was happy to renew fellowship

with Andrew Gih and the Bethel Band members. Gih brought along two special guests,
the Rev. and Mrs. George W. Ridout. Dr. Ridout was a professor of missions at Asbury
College in Wilmore, Kentucky. He and his wife were touring Asia and had spent
considerable time with the Bethel Mission of Shanghai. As a corresponding editor of the
Pentecostal Herald, a Wesleyan Holiness publication associated with Asbury College, he

reported his travels and insights regularly in the weekly publication.
Naturally, Dr. George W. Ridout showed great interest in John Sung. He found it
most amusing to hear of Sung's recent experience in South Fujian. "He [John Sung] told
me that he held meetings at Amoy [Xi amen] and preached in English and was interpreted
by an American missionary! Think of that-a Chinese preacher preaching to Chinese
people having to be interpreted by an American missionary" (Ridout 1929a:2). Then in
September, Dr. Ridout made special mention of John Sung's life experience and ministry
to his American readers, reporting it as "an extraordinary case." This short biographical
account of John Sung was the first to appear in print, and is worth quoting in full here:
When in South China I had heard about, and later met, an evangelist and Chinese
scholar who has had the most extraordinary experience reminding one of Saul of
Tarsus, of John the Divine at Patmos, of John Bunyan in Bedford. This young
man came to America and studied at one of the Methodist Universities, majoring
in Science, and finally getting his Ph.D. degree. He was such a student and
scholar that he became a member of Phi Beta Kappa chapter denoting of course,
the highest degrees in scholarship. His studies in Science had brought him to a
place where his professors predicted great things of him and they fully expected
that upon his return to China he would rank among the ablest of his class-but
sad to relate, though becoming eminent in Science he lost his faith, he had no
experience of salvation and he felt that if he went back to his church in China that
way they would be bitterly disappointed, so he resolved before returning to China
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he would get a little Theology, and entered Union Theological Seminary of New
York (the most modem of them all). While there he had a most wonderful
visitation of the Spirit of God-something almost indefinable and unexplainable.
For days and weeks he was in an agony of soul and could find no one to help him
in his soul struggles. (Evidently in the average Theological Seminary they mostly
forget that students have souls to be saved; about all they do for them is along
intellectual lines.) At length light broke upon him and he would frequently be
found walking the halls saying Hallelujah! Now this was so extraordinary a thing
to happen at Union that they began to question the young man's sanity, and the
next thing that happened they had him put into one of the State Institutions for the
insane. There he did little else than study his Bible. He was detained there for a
period of seven months during which he read through his Bible several times. He
often refers to this period as his Arabia; when he came out he brought with him
notes from his Bible forming a good sized substantial commentary. Ever since,
he has been a great Bible teacher wherever he goes.
When he came back to China he resolved to give himself to preaching the
gospel; he joined one of the M.E. Conferences and he was appointed an evangelist
at the monthly salary of$80 a month-the equivalent of $40 in U.S.A. money.
He goes through the Conference dressed in the most simple Chinese garb as he
doesn't want to parade the fact that he is a Ph.D. His sacrifice of money, position,
emolument, etc., is such that some have nicknamed him the crazy Ph.D. But he is
doing a great work among the Chinese people and his work goes deep. He wants
real repentance and real surrender to God in all his meetings. He keeps busy
going from one district to another preaching Christ. (Ridout 1929b:2)
It was a good synopsis and showed John Sung's high expectations of his ministry,
as reported by a seasoned evangelist and missionary reporter.
Starting Traveling Bible School
John Sung, together with two workers from the conference religious education
department, recruited five youths to form a traveling Bible school. During school
holidays, they carried out evangelistic meetings in villages and towns within the Sienyu
and Hinghwa districts. John Sung established a routine in their travels. He would
conduct Bible study in the morning, and they would then venture from door to door to
invite people to their evening meeting in the afternoon. The young students were also
trained in practical work of the ministry with an emphasis on soul-winning (Cole
1929c:15).
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Apparently, John Sung was totally absorbed in training the youths for evangelistic
work. The first jaunt of the team was a visit to Nanri (Nan Cih) Island off the Bay of
Hinghwa. According to Rev. F. Stanley Carson, acting superintendent of Hinghwa
District as well as director of evangelism, Sung said, "Give me six months and I will win
this island for Jesus Christ." In describing Sung's enthusiastic remark to the associate
secretary of the Board of Global Mission in New York, Rev. Carson commented, "Surely
no man in all our work in all the history that I know has ever hit the line like he does"
(Carson 1929). Perhaps underlying that remark was a mix of approved admiration and
some cautious concern for a younger worker on the part of the veteran missionary. But it
showed just how fully engaged John Sung was with his work at hand.
Worthy of note was John Sung's respect for three young ladies who devoted
themselves to work as a team on Nanri Island. They left the comfort of city life to live by
simple means. As a community, they worshipped and prayed together. John Sung
commented that their work was truly built upon the rock (Song 2006:58).
Another aspect worthy of attention is the repeated tales of demon possessions,
exorcism, and casting away of idols. Opium addiction was also rampant. So the team
went about telling the good news, as well as helping backslidden Christians return to their
faith.
Religious Education Conference in Fuzhou
In July 1929, John Sung and part of his team were sent as delegates to a
conference on religious education in Fuzhou. The missionary in charge, Mrs. Elizabeth
Brewster, had arranged that all the full-time workers under her, namely, John Sung, Dai
Meitai (De Bi Tai), and Zheng Tianjia (Da Teng Ga), were provided with sedan ride.
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Each would sit in a chair-like wooden structure fitted with two wooden poles to be
carried by two hired "sedan carriers," somewhat equivalent to the modem-day taxi but
with two "drivers" and one passenger. The three accompanying students were to trek
through the mountainous route, all 129 kilometers (80 miles), on foot. John Sung said he
felt uneasy being carried in the sedan while his students traveled by foot and said the
unequal treatment was "imperialistic" (Song 2006:62). So, having travelled a certain
distance, John Sung and the other two workers got off and allowed the students to ride in
the sedans instead.
In Fuzhou, John Sung was not pleased with the program of the conference. The

emphasis was placed on the need for change of mindsets among Chinese Christians, from
the emotional to the rational and from superstitious to scientific. This attitude was
wholly endorsed by the organizer of the conference, Ding Xianjie, Secretary of the
Religious Education Department of the Foochow Methodist Episcopal Church Annual
Conference (Song 2006:65).
John Sung was invited to lead three sessions of devotion. He wasted no time in
urging the delegates to see the importance of prayer and the pressing need to set up
prayer groups in their program planning. One of his friends told him that his repeated
emphasis on Jesus and the seeking of spiritual power seemed to have fallen on deaf ears
among the educated elite. John Sung lamented that the majority of Christian leaders
neglected the importance of reviving the hearts, instead putting their energies into literacy
movements and such. He said that emphasis was wrongly placed in these secondary
issues, although he understood their importance.
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Right after the conference, John Sung resumed the work of the traveling school.
Sung and his students visited several towns, usually spending three to four days in each
locale. While they were in Liangcuo in mid-September, John Sung read Why God Used
D. L. Moody by Reuben A. Torrey (1923). He noted the seven reasons given by the

author explaining the success of the famed evangelist in his diary: Fully surrendered, a
man of prayer, deep and practical student of the Bible, a humble man, totally free from
the love of money, a consuming passion for the salvation of the lost, and definitely
endued with power from on high (Song 2006:66; Torrey 1923:8, 11, 16,27,33,38,51).
Venturing Further: Ministry in North Fujian
Another invitation from Northern Fujian brought John Sung out of his horne
district again. This time, he traveled via Minjiang (the Fujian River) upstream to three
cities near the northern border of the province. The first stop was Mobu and the next was
Shunchang. What struck John Sung most was the demoralized state of the churches and
the preachers. He was able to help some preachers renew their ministry commitment.
For the final stop, the original plan called for ten days of special meetings in
Yanping (now Nanping). On the third day, John Sung was getting a little discouraged as
some instigators had created a disturbance against him outside the church building. It
turned out that a certain official of the Guomindang party bureau was upset when he saw
young Christians becoming excited about their faith. John Sung had an ominous
foreboding that something was going to happen. The ten-day meeting was cut short to
five when John Sung himself felt urged by God to leave the area, most probably due to
his physical condition. On the last evening, October 24, John Sung preached on prayer.
He told the packed church that prayer is communicating with God; through prayer
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Christians can heal sickness and cast out demons; through prayer Christians experience
the presence of the Holy Spirit; and that Christians ought always to pray. When the call
to total commitment was issued, about one hundred and twenty people went forward to
pray at the altar (Song 2006:69).
The shortened stay at Yanping turned out to be perfectly timed. Right after John
Sung left by boat on October 24, three investigators were sent to look for him. Not only
so, posters with "Down with John Sung" were placed all over the area and the principal
of the Methodist school was also interrogated about John Sung's activities in the area
(Song 2006:69). Apparently, the party bureau in this area was also deeply influenced by
elements from the Communist youth movement. They had been seeking for reasons to
instigate unrest in the region.
John Sung had prayed before leaving that his last message in Yanping would be a
memorable one for the audience. His prayer seemed to have been answered, for right
after he left, "District Superintendent Hu made an urgent plea for the organization of
prayer groups," which later was said to have contributed to what came afterward
(Glassburner 1930:14).
Methodist missionary Mamie F. Glassburner ofYanping reported the impact and
change brought on by John Sung's work,
Attendance had increased until the crowds were as large as could be desired for
effective work, and we were expecting a deep a wide-spread spiritual awakening,
when Dr. Song's [John Sung's] physical condition made it necessary to call the
campaign off at the end of the fifth day. However, aside from the impression
already made upon the general public, which was striking enough to arouse
considerable wholesome opposition, the simplicity and earnestness of Dr. Song's
[John Sung's] messages had stirred church members, workers, and students far
more deeply than anyone at the time realized. Many afterward confessed that
their consciousnesses of sin began with Dr. Song's ministry. (Glassburner
1930:14)
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Apparently, John Sung took his physical condition as a hint that God wanted him
to leave earlier. Judging from the reported disturbances, it could be a combination of
these that prompted Sung to cut short his stay.
Issues in the Hinghwa District

In 1927, the year John Sung returned to his hometown, Hinghwa Christianity
faced challenges from within and without the church. The anti-Christian elements
continued to cause disturbances into the 1930s. On top of this, theological differences
among leaders threatened to divide the church from within. John Sung's father and the
older generation, including several missionary figures, were obviously on the more
conservative side. Sung wasted no time in challenging those he thought had left the
conservative beliefs. His criticism against the leaders he deemed Modernists could easily
have alienated a sizable segment in the church. Since his return from America, he had
been known to inveigh against church leaders openly. "The hell is burning red, just to
roast the Modernist and unregenerate preachers" (Yu 2003). Missionaries and senior
members of the conference were not spared in his open rebukes, especially those who
espoused the new theology (Cole 1929f).
Modernism was not only found among church leaders in Hinghwa. The
Methodist schools were also impacted by the new theology. An alarmed Dr. George
Ridout observed that many Hinghwa area students were "infected with Modernism"
(Hughes 1929:35-36).
Bible Revivalism
When a wearied John Sung returned to Hinghwa towards the end of November
1929, the Yellowstone Retreat for Preachers had just begun. John Sung found himself
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greatly refreshed through Miss Ruth Paxson's teaching, for which he was the interpreter.
Miss Paxson was a gifted Bible teacher well respected by missionaries and Chinese
Christians. John Sung was most impressed with Miss Paxson's powerful preaching,
saying that she was careful in her word choice and her preaching was filled with an ever
flowing living water from within (Song 2006:70).
The 1929 session of the Hinghwa Annual Conference was held from November
19 to 25 in Sienyu, presided over by Bishop F. T. Keeney, who had just been assigned in
May 1929 to the China field. John Sung was entered as a second year probationer in the
conference and appointed once again as conference evangelist for the ensuing year (HAC
1929: 136).
In the report on the Hinghwa Conference's work, John Sung's contributions in
three particular areas were highlighted (HAC 1929:142). The first described Sung as the
"moving spirit" in planning and conducting institutes for class leaders, mobilizing lay
Christian leaders in engaging in visitation, and evangelistic works. Second, his
peripatetic campaign with his team throughout the conference was credited with having
invigorated evangelism and empowering many to renounce false gods. Third, Sung was
instrumental in promoting and sustaining the fire of revival by what he called, "Our Bible
Revival." There was a keen interest in reading and studying the Bible throughout the
Hinghwa Conference as a result of Sung's tireless work. This had also resulted in
phenomenal Bible sales in this area. It was reported that, according to the American
Bible Society, "more Bibles have been sold in the Hinghwa territory during the year than
by one of their newly established depots during the same period over a vast section of
China" (HAC 1929: 142).
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According to John Sung's own reflection, it was towards to end of 1928, after
extensive travels in the Methodist circuits, that he found what he called "Our Bible
Revivalism" (Song 2006:54).
John Sung must have impressed his audience with his command and knowledge
of the Bible. A vivid illustration of this is provided by Rev. Cole:
He [John Sung] seems to have the whole Bible on the tip of his tongue as well as
engraved on his heart. Frequently as he came into the study room he would call
for the class to choose the chapter for the hour's study. By the time they had read
over the chapter taking verse in tum he would have his objectives all in mind
together with a teaching plan thoroughly mapped out. He seemed perfectly at
home in any section of the Bible. (Cole 1929b: 15)
The conference attendees also heard that as a result of the work done by John
Sung and his team members, many opium addicts were set free from their shackles
through prayer. Those suffering demon possessions and physical ailments were healed,
and estranged relationships between parents and children resolved. Also, many
backsliders were reclaimed for Christ (HAC 1929: 142-143, 144).
In the beginning of 1930, John Sung devised a plan to provide training for rural
preachers so that they could be grounded in the Bible. He felt that the training of the
preachers was of great and urgent importance, so he grouped over 100 churches into ten
sub-districts for training purposes. One of the aims for the year was for Sung to visit
each sub-district and to promote "family worship" throughout the conference. More than
a thousand homes signed up for the program (Song 2006:72).
Challenging God's Timing
The published diary of John Sung allows us a glimpse of Sung's inner struggles,
once again on Good Friday, April 18, 1930 (Song 2006:76). The context was not
explained, but Sung said that he went through a strong sense of self-pity. Instead of
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being a college professor drawing a monthly income of at least five to six hundred
dollars, he became a laughing stock in the eyes of many as a poor evangelist. The more
he dwelt on this line of thinking, the more he felt mistreated by God. All these, he said,
were due to his focus on himself rather than looking to the Lord Jesus (Song 2006:77).
John Sung did not explain what might have caused his self-doubts. He did get a
fair share of criticism and even outright rejection by some. About a month earlier, his
wife's brother-in-law related to him what was then circulating within the party bureau
against John Sung. The gossip that landed in their ears was that, "John Sung who loves
to scold others, why didn't he just ·wise up' and leave, now that even the Guthrie
students, preachers, and members and all pastors in the Hanjiang church are all up against
him?" (Song 2006:77).
Though this criticism was likely over-exaggerated, the statement does hint at
possible tensed relationships between Sung and those around him. In his autobiography,
John Sung (1995a:llO) said some in his hometown were suspicious and critical of him.
Apparently, Sung's relationships with some in leadership positions of the Conference
were becoming strained. This could explain why his name was not as prominently
mentioned in the 1930 Annual Conference report, in stark comparison to the glowing
remarks on him in the 1928 and 1929 reports.
One issue that strained John Sung's relation within the Hinghwa Conference
could be his friendly interactions with leaders of the Christian Meeting Hall movement.
This was a movement that began in Fuzhou in the early 1920s, when Leland Wang,
Watchman Nee, Wilson Wang, and others left denominational churches to establish an
indigenous church movement (Lam 1998:369). This developed into what was later
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known as the "Little Flock" churches. Due to the Little Flock's stress on baptism by
immersion only and their stance against denominational churches, tensions existed
whenever they planted a local church in a particular locale where other churches already
existed.
Starting in the spring of 1930, John Sung attended meetings led by Leland Wang
and Lu Zhongxin (also known as Faithful Luke) on at least two separate occasions (Song
2006:73, 79). Wang was by then a well-known evangelist, having preached in many
centers in China and Southeast Asia. Sharing a passion to evangelize China for Christ
and especially having the same flair for conservative theology, John Sung was naturally
drawn to them. He even recorded a biographical sketch of Leland Wang in his diary and
in fact encouraged his wife to follow Wang's example in serving God sacrificially (Song
2006:73-74).
Most likely, this cordial relationship between John Sung and leaders of the local
church movement raised concerns with the Methodist establishment. In the 1930 annual
report to the Hinghwa Conference, Rev. Va Vng Co (He Rongzu), district superintendent
of Hanjiang, where Sung was stationed, mentioned a certain trouble faced in his district.
He reported,
There has been some confusion and trouble among our members because of the
activities of a new independent church group who [sic] have started in our midst
to preach their doctrines. Their leading preacher has succeeded in disturbing
some of our members on the matter of baptism and the Lord's Supper on which
questions they have different opinions from us which they claim are the true and
only beliefs possible for salvation. (HAC 1930:251)
It should be noted that neither the group nor the preacher was specifically named

in the report. The report might be referring to the "True Jesus Church," an indigenous
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church movement that had been working in the area about the same time. In any case,
the Methodist establishment would have been concerned about the Local Church as well.
There might be a more deep-seated reason. John Sung told fellow Methodist
preachers later in 1937 that some of his struggles sprang from his own pride:
To be patient is never easy. For three years I served in rural Hinghwa, my
hometown. After the first year, I was unhappy. I aspired to be a famous preacher
but was unable to fully utilize my gifts and talents. After the second year when I
was still toiling away in the country side, I argued with God. Finally in the third
year, I 'fought' with God. Right then, invitations from Nanchang and Nanjing
came my way. I thought it was time for me to show off. (Sung 1937b:37)
In his diary, John Sung (Song 2006:77) detailed what happened when this new set

of tussle came around in spring of 1930. When an invitation came from Rev. William E.
Schubert, a Methodist missionary based in Nanchang of Jiangxi Province, John Sung
prayed about it and felt that God did not want him to go. Refusing to listen to God,
however, he packed for the trip. Right when he was about to leave, Mrs. Sung and their
daughter suddenly took ill, and he himself was found to be covered with a rash from head
to toe. Soon, he had an acute diarrhea that he claimed took him to the bathroom close to
a hundred times in one day. Finally, he surrendered and prayed, "Father, I will be
obedient from now on, even if you want me to serve in my hometown for the rest of my
life" (Song 2006:77). Sung claimed that he fully recovered right after the prayer and did
not make the trip to Nanchang. It must have been a tough lesson for Sung. Nanchang
would have been his first out-of-province campaign.
Now that the direction of his ministry was no longer a contention, John Sung
accepted an invitation to serve in a nearby town outside his home district. This time, it
would be in Haitan (now Pingtan), the largest island in Fujian province. Although it was
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located almost midway between Hinghwa and Fuzhou, it came under the jurisdiction of
the Fuzhou Conference. Northern Min dialect was predominantly used here.
Sung went, and for about two weeks in May, he concentrated mainly on training
high school students and leading revival meetings. While there, he also preached to
prisoners and engaged in exorcism. His lasting impact was the formation of evangelistic
bands amongst the students. Principal Louise Hwang (1930:42-43) reported that as a
result of Sung's work, "All of them [students] were brought closer to Christ. At the close
of the meetings many of the girls volunteered for summer work, wishing to share with
others the good things they have received." When the girls reported of their joyful
sharing after summer was over, Principal Hwang commented enthusiastically, "As we
listened to their reports of the summer work - of meetings with women and children, of
hungry hearts fed, of others sharing what they have received, - our hearts were strangely
warmed."
John Sung wrote a song in a reflective moment on the island of Haitan. The gist
of the song was, "Offering myself wholly, as living sacrifice holy, the Lord's will be
done, heavenly journey with the Lord I am on" (Song 2006:78). In a way, it could be
seen as his answer to the earlier struggle of wanting to move ahead of God's time. The
short poem showed his resolve once again, much like the throwing of his academic
accolades in the Pacific, much like his resolute stance against his family's pressure to be
a college professor. The theme of the song showed Sung was willing to let the
accomplished "Dr. John Sung" remained dead in the casket. This poem must have been
dear to John Sung, as it was incorporated into the name of his newborn son nearly four
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months later. What was not known was whether he had already decided on the name at
this point.
On the way home from Haitan Island, just as John Sung disembarked at the jetty
of the mainland, he was told that he had escaped yet another possible attack by student
instigators. It was learned that these students were angrily searching for John Sung right
after he left the island. This seemed to follow a pattern here in John Sung's excursions
outside his hometown, especially in the northern part of Fujian province. This is not
surprising since many students there at that time came under strong Bolshevistic
influence. The fire of the anti-Christian movement was still burning hot in this region. In
fact, three years later, a short-lived People's Revolutionary Government was established
in Fuzhou, through what was commonly known as the "Fujian (or Fukien) Revolt" (Hsu
1975:673). The rebellion was quelled within two months, on January 20, 1934.
Banditry and Other Problems
The problem of bandits had plagued Fujian for centuries. Fujian, almost entirely
mountainous, is conducive to bandit activities, thus it had long been called the "bandit
province" (Billingsley 1988:36). Although there had been relative calm for a couple of
years after the Northern Expedition, things began to deteriorate in 1930. Previously,
most bandits would conduct their business of robbing travelers on remote treks. But now,
they would attack, steal, kidnap, and even murder. Phil Billingsley in Bandits in

Republican China commented, "By the late 1920's the 'bandit spirit' (daofeng) in Fujian
was strong enough to permit the sacking of county seats as well as large villages"
(Billingsley 1988:36). Furthermore, the Hinghwa area was long plagued with pirates that
ruled the coastal region.
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Several churches in Hinghwa and Sienyu were gravely affected. The November
1930 Methodist Conference reported a starkly grim picture. Many churches in the area
were ransacked, pastors kidnapped for ransom, churches and houses looted. At least two
pastors died in the year because of bandit activities (HAC 1931 :250-151,253,255-256,
257-259).
John Sung himself witnessed the drastic pain of churches suffering from the
bandit menace. From June through mid-July, he set out further inland to Yongchun.
Slightly over lOO kilometers (62 miles) away, Y ongchun can be reached only by trekking
over mountain ranges. The journey would take at least two full days walking. Now,
John Sung was venturing into Southern Min dialect region. After Yongchun, he went
through Hui'an, also a Southern Min speaking region. Sung saw again how devastated
the churches were in this area, affected by anti-Christian elements and rampant banditry.
Sung was able to encourage the demoralized preachers and help them regain their trust in
God's faithful provision.
Coaching and Training the Youth
On August 30, when he returned from his visit to Zhuzhuang in Hinghwa, John
Sung found out that his second child had been born the day before. He named the boy
Tiancheng, "Heavenly Journey," and appropriately the biblical name would be "Exodus."
John recorded in his diary a short line that he helped in doing all kinds of house chores
during this time (Song 2006:80).
From September 9 onwards, Sung took his traveling school to the neighboring
district ofSienyu once more. This time, sixteen-year-old Yu Yucheng was part of the
team. Yu was a nephew who was very close to Mrs. John Sung. He was able to
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accompany Sung for about two months before he took ill. Yu provided many intimate
details of his time with John Sung (Yu 2003). According to Yu, the routine for the
traveling Bible school is as follows: Bible study in the morning, evangelistic visitation in
the afternoon, then a meeting either in the afternoon or evening. In the first trip to
Sienyu, the group studied the Gospel of Luke. Several chapters were covered each day.
During siesta, John Sung asked the students what they had learned from the passages
read. Following that, he himself would summarize the main ideas of the chapters.
Besides the regular teaching sessions, there were also many object lessons John
Sung taught. Yu said, "Once, he [John Sung] asked me to collect some dried grass and
leaves. And then, he got out an earthworm to put atop the dried grass and leaves before
lighting a fire on the side. Right when the earthworm wriggled about because of the heat,
he pulled it out, and told us students, 'this is being saved.' I will never forget this" (Yu
2003). Yu was eighty-nine years old at the time when he reminisced on what took place
more than seventy years ago.
John Sung also coached the younger team members about the practical side of
ministry. He would teach and show them how to engage in evangelistic conversations
with the farmers who were working in the paddy fields. Once, when John Sung went to
pray for a person dying of mice plague, he instructed his students to look away while
praying to avoid getting too close to the patient. He cautioned that if the patient was
inside the canopy of a mosquito net, the one praying for the sick should keep a distance
outside the net (Yu 2003).
For the early part of autumn, John Sung's team spent most of the time in the
Sienyu district visiting different area churches. They continued to hold class leaders'

202
training sessions in many of the circuits. Many local Christians committed to assist their
preachers in visitation and evangelism. It was reported that in one location they visited, a
total of 118 persons accepted the truth of God (HAC 1930:266).
In October 1930, John Sung was scheduled to minister in two islands he visited

before, namely, Haitan (now Pingtan) and Nanri. On the fourth of October, John Sung
travelled to Haitan, the place he had last visited in May. During the previous visit, the
Haitan students were enthusiastic in forming evangelistic bands. He returned to the
island, as promised, to hold a meeting for members of the local bands. Sung was greatly
encouraged when he saw how both teachers and students were strengthened by God's
love and how they shone through amidst many challenges.
Changing Circumstances in the Hinghwa Field
When John Sung returned home after mid-October, he found his whole family
unwell. The son was the most sick with severe rashes, possibly due to febrile toxins.
Although John was scheduled to visit Nanri soon, his wife asked him to consider staying
at home to help take care of the family. John's reply was no different from before: God's
work was his top priority. He said, "Because of God's work, I could only commit my
own family to the Lord" (Song 2006:82).
When John Sung returned home in early November, his son was still sick. No
other details are given except that Mrs. Sung was constantly in tears because of her son's
condition. John Sung could not have stayed home for very long, as the 1930 Hinghwa
Annual Conference was set to start on November 10, and he attended.
John Sung was admitted into full membership of the Hinghwa Conference and
elected to deacon's orders. Thus on November 16, 1930, Sang Siong Ceh was ordained
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as a Deacon 1ol in the Methodist Church by the Presiding Bishop, Rev. John Gowdy
(HAC 1930:228, 230). He was appointed as "Conference Evangelist" again, just as the
previous year.
However, John Sung's ministry was about to go through a big change. Since
travel within the Hinghwa district was greatly limited due to bandit activities, Bishop
John Gowdy sent John Sung on an assigrJrnent instead. A mass literacy movement
started by Dr. James Yen in Dingxian had just now received much national attention.
Bishop Gowdy hoped that John Sung would observe how James Yen's model could be
beneficial to opening up mass education in the Hinghwa region. For John Sung, this
assignment might mean a change in his future ministries.
Besides looking at James Yen's literacy model, Sung was to visit Nanjing and
Beijing to gather materials relating to religious education which might be applicable to
the Hinghwa Methodists. Along the way, he would attend a Christian Home Conference
organized by the National Christian Council in China and visit several colleges in
Nanjing and other cities. Seemingly, Sung's schedule was only loosely planned, but he
needed to leave soon so that he could make it to the Conference on Christian Home by
December 6, 1930.
When the annual conference was adjourned, John Sung returned home to see their
baby boy's condition had worsened. Tiancheng in fact passed away on November 24.
Three days later, John Sung quietly sailed for Shanghai, leaving behind a sorrowing wife
and their oldest daughter, Tianying.

101 As an ordained deacon of the Methodist Episcopal Church, John Sung was authorized to preach and
conduct worship, to solemnize matrimony, to administer baptism, and to assist the Elders in administering
the Lord's Supper. In the rendering of the Chinese Methodists, he would be regarded as an "assistant
pastor" and went by the title of "Reverend."
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As he saw it, God had intended that he leave at that time. Several things indicated
that his ministry in Hinghwa had come to an end. John Sung cited first (1995a: 109-110)
the worsening bandit problem that had already made his ministry as a conference
evangelist almost impossible to carry out. Second, he faced alienation within his home
district and could hardly form a team to work with. Third, the bishop intended for John
Sung to champion mass education in Hinghwa in the near future. Although this was the
least thing John was interested in, he sensed that God wanted him to go north. Finally,
though the family was plagued with ailments, John Sung said the Lord was nudging him,
"Arise, son! The time is full, this is the time, leave your hometown and go where I shall
lead you!" (Sung 1995a: 11 0).
The Importance of the Reentry Period
Here we must answer an important question. Why was it necessary for John Sung
to spend three years in his own hometown when his calling was to reach the world?
From John Sung's repeated complaints, he understood that he was called to something
bigger than being a "conference evangelist," which obviously took away precious time
from allowing him to impact the world.
He needs to grow. The John Sung who returned to Hinghwa in 1927 was a
passionate worker with an unpolished personality. He was knowledgeable in the Bible
but needed guidance in order to become an effective teacher. A vivid portrayal of Sung
in his early ministry years was given by Rev. Francis P. Jones,
He [Sung] was theologically immature, delighting in torturous allegorical
exegesis, and constantly inclined to go off on tangents .... He was overcritical of
others, and though some of the criticism was justified, it is true that this trait
alienated many who should have been his allies. He was cocksure and stubborn, a
man whose every opinion was a conviction. (Jones 1955:2)
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Rev. Jones had known Sung intimately since the latter's teenage years, as Jones had been
his former high school principal in Hinghwa. Jones maintained a close friendship with
John Sung during his lifetime, hosting the evangelist on several occasions in Nanjing, and
had visited the ailing Sung in Shanghai in 1940 (Jones 1931; Jones 1955:2; Song
2006:87).
Re-immersion in the culture. By the time Sung returned to China, much had
changed both in his own life as well as in the life of the Chinese church as the whole.
During his American years, Sung not only received his academic degrees; he was also
changed culturally. His return home must have been as dramatic a change as when he
first arrived in America, especially so in his own hometown. He needed to learn through
many trials and errors, and relearn the cultural cues ifhe was to be an effective minister.
While in his hometown, John Sung studied Chinese classics with his brother-in-law, the
Rev. Na Meong Bing (Lin Wenbin). In his own hometown, he gradually learned through
many failures.
Back to his roots. Hinghwa Prefecture was one of the staunchest strongholds of
Chinese folk religiosity. From the numerous encounters with demon possession and idolremoval cases, John Sung was forced to reconnect to the reality of the spiritual world
anew. That the area had been saturated with Chinese religiosity was evident by the great
number of temples. Also, this particular area was the origin of the Mazu worship. Mazu,
also commonly known as Tianhou, or Tianfei, had been a seafarers' protective goddess
for centuries and occupies an important place in Chinese folk religiosity. Missionaries
and Christians had long had to deal with this spiritual reality, even when science had
become the predominant paradigm in the nation.
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John Sung's encounters in America, especially what he learned about
Fundamentalism, Modernism, and Pentecostalism, found in his hometown a fertile land
for the application of what he had learned. What he had incorporated into himself
through the learning of the Scripture must now face the spiritual reality he was placed in.
lt can be argued that his experience of the Holy Spirit made him keenly aware of the

"excluded middle" of the modern scientific paradigm (as will be explored in Chapter 6 of
this study). Hinghwa can thus be seen as the necessary training ground for Sung to face
an expanded ministry in the future.
In most areas John Sung visited, he had to come face to face with issues of

idolatry and demon possession. When he first encountered cases of demon possession,
John Sung simply reported what he witnessed and how some pastors were able to cast out
demons through the name of Jesus. It was only later that Sung reported his direct
involvement in praying for the demon possessed.
Presenting the simple gospel message. Throughout the countryside where Sung
visited churches in the hills, many were illiterate. Sung could not use any of his flowery
words and colorful explanations. He had to speak simply but with dynamism, developing
his unique way of carrying the gospel message across. He acted out his message with
pathos and passion, so that the spiritual reality was understood through the work of the
Holy Spirit. He was a veritable "Billy Sunday" in pulpit delivery and defiled most
homiletic principles, but the audience loved it!
Also, John Sung learned from the Bethel Mission the importance of songs to help
nail down biblical messages with the people. This is something he had witnessed also in
Uldine Utley's campaigns, where revival song books were used. He set many simple and
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catchy Hinghwa tunes to words, and many of the songs John Sung taught remained as
favorites of the believers for years.
Looking for the key to revival. Having experimented with various methods of
leading revivals towards the end of 1928, John Sung concluded that strong Bible teaching
under the guidance of the Holy Spirit was the only way to revive the church. At this
point, he called it "Bible Revival" (Song 2006:54).
John Sung also found that pastors were the central link to the health of the church.
However, of greatest importance to pastors would be their renewed life in Christ and
power in the Spirit. Other factors such as education, knowledge, and abilities would be
secondary. What concerned Sung the most was the lack of Spirit-filled leaders to sustain
ongoing revivals of the church (Song 2006:53).
Training of class leaders. John Sung realized the importance of training believers
to carry out the ministerial duties in the local church. He likened trained class leaders as
pillars of the church. The class training sessions and the traveling Bible school attested to
his passion to train young leaders. One of Sung's dreams was to set up a small
community of Christian workers to concentrate on evangelism and revival work.
Although he had not been able to carry this out, he nevertheless put the idea of a
"community" in all his training sessions.
Encounter of the unequal Powers. John Sung certainly understood the power of
the emperor of evil. Sung confessed that he had not a clue on how to approach nonbelievers when he first returned to China. Rev. Winfred Cole related the breakthrough in
John Sung's search,
That method was just to let His [God's] Word speak His thoughts to those folks
for Him. He [Sung] gave an illustration of what he meant. He was speaking on
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the chapter setting forth the temptation of Jesus. Before him were gathered men
and women to whom fear of the evil spirits was never absent. This fear seemed
inborn in them. Dr. Sang [Sung] showed them how Jesus met the Great Tempter
and at every point defeated him. (Cole 1929d:7)
Sung would challenge his listeners, "Do you know dear friends why we Christians
do not fear the evil spirits which hold you in such bondage of fear? It is because Jesus
our Savior has conquered the Emperor of the evil spirits as we have noted in the Bible.
He is our Victor and he can set you free also" (Cole 1929d:7).
What Sung said must have struck a chord in the listeners' hearts as there were
many cases of idol removal and casting out of evil spirits. It certainly struck a chord in
Missionary Cole's heart. In a letter to the Methodist Episcopal mission headquarters in
New York discussing a grave concern that threatened the Hinghwa church, Rev. Cole
said, "I never saw evil so insistent as it is now. However, 1 think of Dr. Sang [John Sung]
who said to one of his audiences that we follow the Christ who is victor over the Emperor
of the hosts of evil. 1 am praying that God may get glory for His name in a great victory
in the Hinghwa region" (Cole 1929f). The letter was written more than two years after
Cole heard Sung's message on Christ the Victor over the Emperor of the evil spirits.
Summary
The return to his roots was an important step into John Sung's preparation for his
wider ministries in later years. When he returned to China in 1927, he was not the only
one who experienced change. The whole nation went through tremendous change during
his absence. However, there was much that remained unchanged, such as deep-seated
worldview and religiosity of the people.

In his re-immersion into his Chinese cultural setting, John Sung's call to preach
required his training in his hometown. Here, his model of ministry began to develop and
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his theological grounding was deepened. This was where all that he learned in America,
including his life experiences and multiple readings of the Bible and other literature
would be tested.
The three years spent in traveling through the rural districts of Hinghwa brought
John Sung face to face with real life struggles and pains. He was able to connect with the
deep religiosity of the people from his hometown, an area where beliefs in the spiritual
realm were prevalent. Here, he found that a full dependence on the Holy Spirit joined
with clear teaching of the Bible provided the answer. The Christ of the Bible would
engage in the strongest battle with the emperor of all the evil spirits in decisive victories.
In Bloomingdale Hospital, John Sung already experienced the reality and presence of the

Holy Trinity through his study of the Bible. Now in Hinghwa, he found his Jesus to be
the victorious King.
An interesting question worthy of further exploration, though beyond the scope of

this study, is how much of John Sung's perception of spiritual reality was shaped by his
upbringing in the Hinghwa environment, a place with deep Chinese religiosity? To put it
in another way: How much was Sung's persistent struggle in science and religion due to
this perception of reality? Granted, his progress may be attributed to the work of the
Holy Spirit in his heart. There were, however, hundreds of other Chinese scholars in
John Sung's time who accepted the scientific paradigm without reservation.
Perhaps John Sung was able to regain his understanding of the spiritual dimension
because of this background. Among the many Chinese Christians who ventured to study
in America around John Sung's time, almost all would eventually espouse the scientific
paradigm. Could the context (spiritual environment) John Sung grew up in - namely, one
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strongly in the grasp of folk religiosity - have worked to his advantage in his experience
of the spiritual realm? This is an interesting and important question, though beyond the
scope of the current study.

The Door Period: Openings (1931-1933)
John Sung entered a new phase of his life at the end of 1930. Little would he
have anticipated how wide open the door of his ministry would be from now on. Sung's
trip required a short transit through Shanghai, where he could connect from there via rail
to his first intended destination. The short sea passage from Hinghwa brought him not
only to large city centers, but also to wider impact in the lives of many.
"An English-Speaking Country Bumpkin"

John Sung's first stop upon leaving Hinghwa was to attend the East China
Christian Home Forward Movement Conference organized by the National Christian
Council in China (NCCC). The Conference was part of the "Five-Year Forward
Movement" program ofNCCC, which among other objectives set for 1930 to 1934,
aimed at doubling the number of Christians in China within five years. The conference
was conducted in Huzhou in Zhejiang Province from December 6 to 16, 1930.
More than one hundred delegates from various parts of China were in attendance,
including key leaders from the National Christian Council. Partly because of language
difficulty, since Sung could not speak fluent Mandarin, he kept silent through many of
the sessions. Self-consciously he thought himself out of place and said he was looked
down on as a country bumpkin because of his simple attire. One morning, when the
delegates were divided into small groups to pray during a session, Sung had to pray in
English. Obviously this caught the attention of some of the delegates, who found it
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amazing that one whom they thought to be a country preacher could speak English so
fluently. Later one of the conference organizers, Mrs. Frank Millican of the American
Presbyterian Mission and the Christian Literature Society, invited Sung to speak in some
sessions to share about his ministry in Hinghwa.
Another significant opportunity came Sung's way when he was asked to
substitute for a featured speaker who could not attend the conference. Sung made a fresh
impression on those present with his touching conversion story. A Chinese Ph.D. turned
preacher became the talk of the conference. It was a momentous turning point for Sung,
as his name would soon spread throughout many parts of China. Immediately after the
conference, he was invited by Rev. Wang Zhaoxiang to speak in several clubs and
schools in Huzhou. He also spoke at the Christian Church of China in Hangzhou.
After that, John Sung was hosted by Rev. and Mrs. Frank Millican in their home
in Shanghai. The Millicans took great interest in Sung and helped catapult the budding
evangelist to a wider audience in Shanghai later on. Meanwhile, Rev. Millican arranged
for Sung to speak at the Christian Literary Society for China. Then Sung bade a swift
farewell and left Shanghai, heading northwards to where he was originally sent.
First, Sung went to Nanjing, then the national capital about 300 kilometers (186
miles) from Shanghai. Here, he was a guest of his former high school principal, Rev.
Francis P. Jones, and his wife. Rev. Jones had just started teaching at the Nanking
University in 1930 after spending a sabbatical year at Union Seminary (UTS 1937:423).
While there, Sung visited the seminary with a particular interest in their teaching
materials and the methodologies taught and used in that school. He stayed only for a day
and left for the north, a journey of well over a thousand kilometers (621 miles).
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Northward Bound
The next stop took him nearly 1,200 kilometers (745 miles) north to Changli. In
the bitter cold winter two days after Christmas, Sung found warm welcome in the home
of a Methodist missionary couple, Rev. and Mrs. Horace Elliott Dewey. It turned out that
Rev. Dewey and his wife Carol were both fellow graduates of Ohio Wesleyan University.
They were more than happy to meet in person the brilliant young Chinese alumnus of
OWU they heard much about from friends back in Ohio.

In one particular discussion, Rev. Dewey posed a question to Sung which was
widely talked about by missionaries and Chinese Christian leaders of the time. The
question was: can the Chinese church become self-supporting? John Sung replied curtly,
"Only when the preachers themselves have vital spiritual lives and power, can the church
be self-supporting. A fully revived church is the basis for self-support." Rev. Dewey
concurred and told John Sung that though the church in China looked good externally,
she could actually be weak internally. Dewey added, "China is now waiting for powerful
revivalists to wake up the slumbering preachers and believers" (Song 2006:87).
When Sung left Changli, Rev. Dewey sent along a personal note of introduction
to his friend, Rev. Reno Warburton Backus ofPeiping (Beijing). Dewey asked his
Beijing friend to host Sung and to arrange ministry opportunities.
On New Year's Eve of 1931, John Sung arrived in Beijing. Rev. and Mrs.
Backus extended their warm welcome. John Sung was grateful to find another
missionary couple with similar theological convictions. In Beijing, he was able to visit
two theological schools, namely, the North China Theological Seminary and the School
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of Religion at Yenching (Yanjing) University. Sung shared briefly about his conversion
experience as well as his evangelistic ministry back in Hinghwa, Fujian.
John Sung then passed through Baoding, about 160 kilometers (100 miles) south
of Beijing. He stayed briefly with a missionary from the American Board of
Commissioners for Foreign Missions (ABCFM), Rev. Harold Wesley Robinson, a 1916
graduate of Union Theological Seminary (UTS 1937:312). Sung was able to speak to
about 60 students at one of the Methodist schools. Although he did not mention it, Sung
would have spoken entirely in English. Obviously, he needed the help of interpreters in
some of the places he visited.
From there, he made it to Dingxian, the main purpose of the assignment in Sung's
thousand-kilometer trip. Sung was warmly received by Dr. James Y. C. Yen, the founder
of the Mass Education Movement. Dr. Yen was by this time a household name
associated with the mass education program. Dingxian was where Dr. Yen headed a
model project called "Tinghsien [Dingxian] Rural Reconstruction Experiment in Hopei
[Hebei]," which was started merely a year ago in 1929 (MacInnis 1998:755).
Sung was impressed and greatly admired Yen's dedication in championing the
mass education movement in China. The well designed buildings and teaching
methodologies were most innovative. Sung was originally scheduled to stay with Dr.
James Yen for two months. However, he left after two days. Sung said that he was told
by God in a dream, "Flowers with beauty and fragrance are but transitory glory" (Sung
1995a: 113).
With that, John Sung left abruptly. While passing by Beijing, he met his newly
acquainted friend from Changli, Rev. Dewey, who coincidentally was visiting the city.
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Sung shared with Dewey what he had observed during his visit to Dingxian and
commented that all the Christian schools in China were importing superficiality of forms
rather than substance from Europe and America and were supported fully by missionary
funding. According to Sung, such accomplishments inhibited the independency of the
Chinese church. Sung even opined that most theological schools in China taught only
superficial content, with many Chinese trying to please the Westerners (Song 2006:8889). Sung's displeasure was due mainly to his observation of the Modernist tendencies of
the schools devoid of spiritual power as well as the over-dependence on foreign funds to
support local ministries.
While in Beijing, Sung took the opportunity to visit Pastor Wang Mingdao's
church. This would be the first meeting of the two men. Though they could only chat
briefly, their friendship would blossom in later years. Wang was a year older than Sung
and had already earned a reputation as a powerful preacher. The church he had founded
in Beijing was fully self-supported. Wang himself was on the way to becoming an iconic
figure for the conservative Christians in China and would in later years nicknamed "dean
of the house churches" (Harvey 2002:7,9).
John Sung was introduced to Rev. James P Leynse, missionary with the
American Presbyterian Mission in Beijing. Rev. Leynse asked Sung to share his
Hinghwa experience in a training session for lay leaders. In this sharing, Sung
emphasized the importance of building up family worship. He said, "the visible church
could possibly be closed someday, but home worship can never be destroyed" (Song
2006:89). He was perhaps referring to the unsettled days in Hinghwa when some of the
churches were closed or destroyed due to bandit activities, especially in 1930.
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The missionary must have been impressed with John Sung's life experience. One
thing that Sung found especially amusing was how a Presbyterian missionary pastor, Rev.
James P. Leynse, invited him, a Methodist preacher, to help train lay people in his
church. Rev. Leynse happened to have read about Sung's work and was in the process of
sending an invitation to Hinghwa. Sung must have entertained the idea of working out
from the large city of Beijing, because he was stopped from accepting the invitation by a
special prompting from God. The message this time was, "You should not accept the
invitation. I want you to do greater work than this in my name. Arise, and go revive the
churches that are neither cold nor hot in this country" (Song 2006:89).
Shanghai Door Opened
Right when Sung turned down the Presbyterian invitation, a letter from Mrs.
Millican asked that he return to Shanghai immediately. Several meetings were already
booked at the combined revival services of the Presbyterian High School and
Presbyterian Girls School of Shanghai. While in the train heading for Shanghai, Sung
had a firm conviction that 1931 would be a year that God would work mightily in his life.
Meeting Toyohiko Kagawa. Once he arrived in Shanghai, Sung was whisked to a
special conference. Dr. Toyohiko Kagawa was the guest speaker of the National
Christian Council in China (NCCC), promoting its forward movement program in social
concerns. Dr. Kagawa was well known as a Christian social reformer whose work in
slums and in earthquake reliefs was particularly noted (Fukada 1998:350). Dr. Cheng
Ching-yi (Chen Jingyi), general secretary of the NCCC, said of Kagawa, "In this man of
God, one sees the happy combination of personal religion and social passion. It was
certainly inspiring when he declared the great truth that the Cross of Christ is the essence
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of Christianity, the expression of God's love. Many left his meetings more determined to
work for the poor and needy" (Cheng 1931 :575).
At the conference, John Sung was introduced as the Kagawa of China (Sung
1967:3). He was scheduled to lead three sessions. Sung said Kagawa was there to
promote the "social gospel" to the Chinese Christian leaders, but he planned to talk about
"the Power of Jesus' Blood," "The Efficacy of the Cross," and "the Importance of New
Birth and Baptism of the Holy Spirit" (Song 2006:89). Sung knew that his topics were
not palatable to the audience who, he said, were mostly Modernists in their theological
outlook. He in fact spoke only once and declined to speak at the other two sessions.
John Sung had a personal meeting with Kagawa on the second day of the
conference. Kagawa told Sung about his initiative in Japan to start a farming school
teaching agricultural science and farming co-ops. He had already established fifty
leaders in several rural areas. Obviously unimpressed with what he perceived as a heavy
dose of "social gospel" in Kagawa, John Sung countered, "1 have already trained over
300 preachers by 1930 to focus on spiritual revivals, do you think 1 am doing the Lord's
will?" Sung said Kagawa would not answer his question but instead suggested that Sung
should put his energies into mass education efforts. Sung decided he would not retreat
into the false appeals of the social gospel which he had once espoused passionately in
America (Sung 1995a: 114).
Speaking invitations. At the Pure Heart Presbyterian Church of Shanghai, John
Sung spoke to high school students about his conversion experience. The young people
responded well to Dr. Sung's preaching, seemingly impressed that a Chinese scientist
was also a passionate Christian. Many were deeply touched by his messages. It was
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during this time that John Sung made an acquaintance with Rev. Tang Renxi, pastor of
the Pure Heart Presbyterian Church. Pastor Tang would tum out to be a staunch
supporter of Sung and also a mentor figure to the younger evangelist (Song 2006:90).
Through Pastor Tang's recommendation, Sung was invited to speak at the Shouzhen
Christian and Missionary Alliance Church and Hongde (Fitch Memorial) Presbyterian
Church in the city.
Bethel Mission of Shanghai. As news of a Chinese scientist turned preacher
spread through the city of Shanghai, more invitations came. One invitation was special
as it came from the Rev. Andrew Gih of Bethel Mission, Shanghai. Sung and Gih had
met twice since 1928, both times in Sung's hometown, where they were instrumental in
leading the revival in Hinghwa (as mentioned earlier). Sung had heard much about the
Bethel Mission from Rev. Winfred Cole and was excited about renewing his friendship
with Gih. Before going, though, Sung said a Western missionary cautioned him, "The
people of Bethel Mission are of the emotional type" (Sung 1995a: 114).
Miss Jennie Hughes and Dr. Mary Stone (Shi Meiyu) co-founded the Bethel
Mission in Shanghai in September 1920 (Hu 1970:1). Both Miss Hughes and Dr. Stone
had just resigned from the Woman's Foreign Missionary Society (WFMS) of the
Methodist Episcopal Church because of doctrinal conviction, as they sensed the
Methodist Board's increasingly Modernist stand. 102 The courageous duo built Bethel
Mission into one of the few indigenous missions in China, reportedly, with "twelve
dollars in their pockets" after having rented a large haunted house in Shanghai (Hu
102 Jennie Hughes and Mary Stone were stationed in Jiujiang (Kiukiang) of Jiangxi Province until 1920.
Hughes headed the Knowles Bible Training School while Stone was in charge of the Danforth Memorial
Hospital. Hughes resigned from the WFMS when the Board required that she incorporate "modem
theology" in the school's curriculum. Both Hughes and Stone tendered their resignation to the Board on
May 13, 1920 (Hughes 1920; 1921; also see Bays 1996:315).
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1970:1; C. Jones 1974:391 ). Within the next ten years, Hughes and Stone acquired
additional lands, added buildings, and expanded their mission to include educational and
medical works alongside regular church ministries. By 1930, Bethel Mission of Shanghai
already consisted of a hospital, a nursing school, a seminary, a high school, and a 1,500seat tabernacle (Hu 1970:3-4).
Both Hughes and Stone were well known in America through their early network
in the Methodist Episcopal Church, but more so, they became an alternate voice against
theological liberalism, which also concerned some of the Methodist folk in America. In
fact, it would be through this networking that they received some of the necessary funds
to build up the Bethel Mission.
Rev. George W. Ridout of Asbury College who spent two years traveling the
world investigating the progress of evangelization, said, "Bethel of Shanghai exceeded
any missionary movement I ever came in contact with" (Ridout 1952:6).
Miss Hughes was the daughter of Rev. George Hughes, a famous Methodist
preacher. Rev. Hughes was also the seasoned editor of the Guide to Holiness, an
influential publication of the holiness movement in America. Miss Jennie Hughes had
been a traveling secretary of the WFMS and an editor of the Guide to Holiness under her
father. She was an able administrator as well as a gifted writer. Under her, the Bethel
Mission also became an important publishing agency in China. Jennie Hughes and Mary
Stone worked together for over four decades, first in China and then in America, until
Hughes' death in 1951. Describing their close bond and partnership, Mary Stone wrote
of Hughes in a memorial article,
Words fail me to describe her as a friend. God gave me the most loving and
wonderful companion for forty-five years. Friends said, 'David and Jonathan
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were not III It.' They added, 'Jennie tones Mary up and Mary tones Jennie down a good combination.' We called each other Gemini - 'The Heavenly Twins.' She
was the Occidental Gemini and I was the Oriental one. (Stone 1952:4)
The Bethel World-Wide Evangelistic Band. On Sunday, January 25, 1931, John
Sung preached at Bethel Mission in English with Andrew Gih as his interpreter. He
spoke on his favorite topic, the feeding of the five thousand (Sung 1967:3). In tears,
Sung narrated his born-again experience and his commitment to serve God as a lowly,
poorly paid preacher to an audience of nearly eight hundred (Sung 1995a: 114).
According to Sung, Andrew Gih was deeply touched and shed more tears than he himself
did while interpreting the message (Song 2006:91-92).
Apparently, the Bethel folks were impressed. They asked Sung to lead Bible
expository sessions as well as be the main speaker for the upcoming Summer Bible
Conference at Bethel. Recognizing Sung's giftedness as an evangelist, they also asked
Sung to consider joining the Bethel World-Wide Evangelistic Band, which was to be
consecrated in two weeks on February 8, 1931.
Evangelism has always been at the forefront for Bethel Mission. In 1925, Dr.
Mary Stone relegated her leadership responsibility at the hospital to her sister, Dr. Phoebe
Stone, in order to lead evangelistic campaigns in and outside of Shanghai. The impetus
to this change came in 1925 as a result of the "Shanghai Revival," which happened at a
most unsettled time in the city (Hu 1970:3; Lian 2004:875). Rampant protests and an
anti-foreign sentiment against foreigners were spreading throughout Shanghai, eventually
reaching the whole country after the May 30 th Incident. \03

103 In the aftermath of an ugly wage dispute, a Chinese worker at a Japanese Textile Mill was shot dead on
May 15, 1925. It sparked waves of protests in Shanghai when the British-dominated Shanghai Municipal
failed to take action against the Japanese who opened fire, but instead, arrested several protesting Chinese
workers. On May 30, thousands of demonstrators converged outside the detention center. When the
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Several attacks were made against British and Japanese nationals (Hsu 1975:642).
It was during this trying time that a British missionary from Japan became the chief

instrument of the Shanghai Revival (see Woods 1927). Rev. A. Paget Wilkes, chairman
of the Japanese Evangelistic Band in Japan, led a prolonged series of meetings barely a
th

month after the May 30 Incident. The attendance in the meetings grew in size and
extended from the missionary community to the Chinese Christians in the city. One of
the clear messages was, China needs Christ and only the Chinese Christians could
effectively reach the whole China for Christ (Gih 1963:23-34).
Andrew Gih was among one of many Chinese Christians who responded to the
challenge to "evangelize all of China" (Gih 1963:24; Orr 1975:76). Soon, Mary Stone
led evangelistic campaigns to various parts of China. As mentioned earlier, Gih led
evangelistic teams visiting several Southern provinces in late 1920s, when he also met
John Sung twice in the latter's hometown.
In 1930, Andrew Gih and several young workers of the Bethel Mission began
envisioning the formation of a regular evangelistic team to visit the whole China within
two years (Gih 1963:96). On February 8,1931, the Bethel World-Wide Evangelistic
Band was formally formed and consecrated (Gih 1963:88). The initial team consisted of
Andrew Gih, Frank Ling, Philip Lee, and Lincoln Nieh, who were graduates or workers
already associated with the Bethel Mission (Gih 1938; 1955; 1963; Lian 2004:876).
Gih traced the formation of the Bethel Band to two specific reasons: (1) the great
results he personally experienced in his 1928 evangelistic tour of south China, and (2) he
was inspired by the Asbury College World Evangelistic Team from Kentucky, which had
situation got out of control, the British police officer ordered his men to open fire, killing 11 and wounded
many more. That sparked a widespread protest throughout the nation against foreigners, especially the
British and the Japanese (Hsu 1975:642-643; Spence 1999:322-323).
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visited the Bethel Mission in 1930. This consisted of a group of young college students
purposed to present the gospel, traveling the world "without a bank account" (Gih
1938:15).
Friendly advices about the Bethel folk. When Sung later told his Shanghai
friends, the Millicans and Pastor Tang, of Bethel's reception and invitation, Rev. Tang
Renxi warned, "Miss Hughes is a very authoritarian person."
John Sung protested, "But they truly welcomed me!"
Mrs. Millican chirped in, "You will soon find out."
On hearing the warning, Sung hesitated in accepting Bethel's offer and decided to
return home instead (Song 2006:92). Just then, an express mail came in from Nanchang,
capital city of Jiangxi Province. 104 The invitation from the Methodist Church there was
most earnest, expressing the dire condition of the church and the desperate need for
God's revival. But that area of China was experiencing constant fighting between the
Nationalist army and the Communist elements, making travel unsafe. Sung was advised
against going. Moreover, the city of Nanchang itself was reported to be a hotbed of
Communist activity (Sung 193 7b: 166). Sung said when he was about to decline the
Nanchang invitation and return to Hinghwa, God instructed him, "This is the time. Go to
Nanchang! Fight a good battle for me" (Sung 1995a:115). Hearing this, Sung departed
inland by boat on February 4, traveling upstream on the Yangzi (Yangtze) River.
Finds Key to Revival
Four days later, Sung arrived in Nanchang. In 1931, the area was a hotbed of
Communist activities. Slightly over three years earlier, the city was the center of the

104 According to Sung (1967b: 122) in a sermon he preached in 1938, the invitation from Jiangxi came just
one day before he was set to leave for Hinghwa by boat.
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failed Nanchang Uprising, in which Communist leaders set up rule for only a few days.
When the coup was suppressed, the Communists retreated to the southern part of the
province to set up the Jiangxi Soviet Republic (Hsu 1975:666; Fairbank: 1992:284;
Spence 1990:340-341).
Unfavorable first impression. Rev. William E. Schubert was a resident Methodist
missionary in Nanchang, whose earlier invitation Sung almost accepted in Hinghwa
barely a year earlier. Now in his second term as a Methodist missionary, Schubert and
his wife had arrived in Nanchang in 1922. In Schubert's unpublished autobiography
(1983), he mentioned that the Methodist Church in Nanchang was at one of its lowest
ebbs at the time of Sung's visit. An immorality trial in the autumn of 1930 revealed
much weakness and moral failures among the Chinese workers. The situation was so
bleak that a senior missionary even suggested asking the mission board to close the
Jiangxi work entirely (Schubert 1983: 111). Rev. Schubert and some of his coworkers
began to pray for revival in the church.
Thus, from the first day of 1931, Rev. Schubert began praying with a young
principal, Mr. Yu Mon-ling (Yu Mengling), who was also a graduate of Ohio Wesleyan
University who knew John Sung. The duo committed to pray for a period of fifty days
for a revival to come to the Nanchang Church. Meanwhile, a young Pastor Xu Shiqi,
who had recently returned from a religious education conference, approached the
missionary. "Mr. Schubert, we have our own Chinese St. Paul," he said, "We have a man
named Sung, Dr. John Sung. I have never heard anyone teach the Bible like he does;
could we have him come to N anchang for meetings?" (Schubert 1983: 112). This was
what prompted the letter to Sung in Shanghai, just when he was making plans to return to
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Hinghwa. John Sung's plan to return home was divinely intercepted, he felt, when he
sensed God's leading to accept the Nanchang invitation. He would say later, in his
recollection in 1938, that, had he gone home instead, his whole life would have been
without hope (Sung 1967:3). An over-exaggeration to be sure, but we note here Sung's
penchant for the hyperbolics. What Sung meant was, his future ministry would have
turned out differently. He would later say Nanchang was the chieftuming point of his
lifelong ministry.
However, Schubert (1976:24) admitted that he was "greatly disappointed" when
he first met Sung, "who wore only a plain Chinese gown, and looked like a Chinese
coolie." Writing in the 1970s, Schubert said, "This man was supposed to be such a
wonderful preacher, but I thought to myself, 'This man is no good.' He didn't even look
bright, his hair hanging down over his eyes. He wasn't quite like the hippies of today,
but he was very strange appearing. However, we were happily surprised" (Schubert
1976:24-25). Partly because of this fIrst impression of Schubert's, which was possibly
shared by other leaders, the turnout at the first few meetings was disappointing.
During the first week, John Sung preached three times a day. In the morning, he
spoke to students from two schools, Nanchang Academy for boys and Baldwin Memorial
Girls School. In the afternoon, he spoke at the Women's and Children's Hospital for
Pastor Xu Shiqi and his church. The evening service was conducted at the downtown
Methodist Church (Schubert 1983:115). Things were quiet on the first night, February 9,
with less than ten people showing up for the evening meeting at the downtown church.
Gradually, the number grew to reach 300 by week's end. According to William
Schubert, Sung was prompted to speak only to Christians in the evenings. He asked that
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Christians come through the side doors and kept the main entrance shut (Schubert
1983:116).
Ministry reception among students. In these earlier meetings, John Sung focused
on the importance of regeneration in Christ and the whole Bible as God's revealed truth.
He talked about his own life story, dwelling especially on his "born again" experience
and his subsequent "rest" in the mental hospital. In tears, John Sung told his Nanchang
listeners, holding his Bible, "Why do I love this book? Because when I had no other
friend, God spoke to me through it," referring to his "locked-up" days in the mental
hospital (Hockman 1931 :598). The audience followed intently the story of Sung's life.
Students at both the boys' and girls' schools approached Sung with many
questions about science and Christianity. One question Sung heard repeatedly from the
students was whether irreconcilable conflicts exist between science and Christianity.
Accordingly, he was allowed to visit different classrooms to answer such questions (Song
2006:93).
Sensing that Sung would also be effective with the preachers, Rev. William
Schubert asked Sung to extend his stay to be the main speaker for an upcoming Pastors
Retreat of the Jiangxi Annual Conference. Since that would be about two weeks later,
Schubert cabled Sung's District Superintendent in Hinghwa to request an extension of his
time away. Meanwhile, Sung arranged to go to Jiujiang (Kiukiang), another main
Methodist center in Jiangxi, about 125 km (78 miles) north of Nanchang.
For one week, from February 18, 1931, onwards, Sung spoke mainly to students
of William Nast School and Rulison High School in Jiujiang. Here, the response of the
students was encouraging. Sung spoke on the importance of spiritual conversion,
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sanctification, as well as the poison of Modernism within the church. More than 200
were converted within that week. Evangelistic teams were formed to continue bringing
the good news to non-believers. Some in Jiujiang told Sung that his meetings brought
unprecedented revival in that city, according to Sung (Sung 1995a: 116).
A night to remember. When John Sung returned to Nanchang again, it was still a
week before the Preachers Retreat. So, he and Schubert concentrated on the students in
both schools, praying that all students would become born again Christians. In the
evenings, Sung led Bible studies for all the teachers, including the non-believers. At this
point, he requested all missionaries and Christian teachers to form prayer groups to ask
for God's blessing in the upcoming revival.
John Sung was most encouraged by the prayer support of William Schubert. One
midnight during this week, Sung heard a quiet mumbling from the upper floor, which
sounded like someone weeping and talking. He soon realized it was Schubert who was in
earnest prayer, "0 God, when will Thou revive Thy church in Nanchang, if not now? If
Thou will not show mercy to us, why do I still need to be here for? Thou might as well
take me back to America. May Thine name be glorified as you extend Thy mighty hand"
(Sung 1967 :4; 1995a: 117). Hearing that, Sung said he was deeply stirred to kneel and
pray before God for a long duration of time. He asked that God would use him mightily
to bring about a revival in Nanchang. It was while praying, Sung said, that he received
special guidance that God wanted him to unveil and attack sins within people's hearts, so
that they can truly accept the new life promised in the gospel (Sung 1967:4-5). Sung also
developed some of his messages that he would often preach on later in his widened
ministries, including "the Prodigal Son," "The Demon-possessed in Genesee," and
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"Against Hypocrisy." Sung said he realized the central reason that Jesus came was to
heal the sinful nature of humankind, not simply to live an exemplary life. He told
students from Baldwin Girls School two important facts. First, unless convicted by the
Holy Spirit, no one can realize one's sinfulness. Second, one will not accept the salvation
Christ offered unless convicted of sin (Song 2006:94).

In his autobiography, Sung said that it was "a night to be remembered, the night
of March the Fifth, in the year 1931" (Sung 1995a:117; Lyall 1964:67-69). From then
on, he would not focus on expounding the "mysteries" of the Word, but rather to
emphasize on receiving power to overcome sin. His admiration for Schubert, who was
ten years his senior, would develop into a lifelong friendship. On the other hand,
Schubert himself was most impressed by Sung's total dedication to the Bible. Schubert
said,
After the first week, we had Dr. Sung move to our house, to be nearer his
meetings. Our electricity went off at 10 p.m., so we gave Dr. Sung a small oil
lamp and matches for his room. The next morning the oil was consumed and he
asked ifhe could have a larger lamp, which we gave him. Next morning that oil
was gone too. So I wondered what he did at night, and made an excuse to "see if
he needed anything." He was on his knees by the desk with his open Bible, which
explained the oil, and the richness of his messages. He was literally saturated
with God's Word. He also made careful notes of what God told him through the
Bible. (Schubert 1983: 116)
The Holy Spirit descending. After Sung's awakening in prayer, revival came.
First, it was during a small group meeting on March 6, when a teacher brought along
students to meet Sung. Among them were five who had yet to receive the gospel. Sung
asked all to kneel and he led in prayer. As he prayed for humility for those seeking God,
Sung said he felt his own self totally "mortified," but the Holy Spirit came and took over.
One of the five who were not believers started to weep profusely, sensing the weight of
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his own sinfulness. The other four were also converted right during that prayer meeting
(Song 2006:96).
Sensing the moving of the Holy Spirit, Sung asked Schubert to invite all
missionaries and teachers to attend the afternoon meeting at the Baldwin Chapel. He
preached on the crucifixion based on Luke 23 :26-46. Sung wrote that many were already
in tears before he started preaching. When he rose to preach, he himself was in tears
throughout the message. By the end, all present were in tears, pouring forth from their
heart outburst ofloud, sincere prayers.
In that same evening, all the teachers and preachers were present. Sung pled with

the Christian workers to first deal with their own sins, saying that only then could they
help overcome strongholds in others' life. As he led the congregation in prayer, Sung
asked God's forgiveness for his lack oflove and asked that he would receive God's
empowering love to help the many prodigals tum to God. Right at this moment, Sung
said the Holy Spirit descended (Song 2006:96). Immediately, there were public
confessions, and also reconciliations.
The same happened the next day. In both the morning and evening sessions, there
were mighty displays of the work of the Holy Spirit. After he preached against the sin of
hypocrisy, John Sung invited the people to lead in prayer. It was then that Sung said he
heard the sound of the Holy Spirit coming through the hall on his left ear (2006:97).
After that, nearly sixty people prayed in rapid succession, confessing their sins in
drenching tears. All present were soundly saved except two high school seniors.
In the afternoon, an evangelistic outreach was conducted. Sung and Schubert led

nearly 200 teachers and students to a nearby village, where they went door to door telling
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the people of the good news in teams. They were drenched in a torrential downpour in
their three-kilometer (two-mile) walk back to the school compound. But with beaming
faces and joyful hearts, they rejoiced that many in that village had turned away from idols
to accept the gospel (Schubert 1983: 117).
In the evening, all gathered to share what they had experienced that afternoon.

Many testified to the great joy of witnessing and in answered prayers. Right when all
were praying earnestly, Sung said the Holy Spirit descended again.
On Sunday, Sung told the congregation that he would hold a prayer meeting at the
chapel that evening. He also announced that he would not be preaching and only those
who really wished to pray should come. Like the previous two days, Sung recorded that
when all were praying to a point that he could not even stop them when he tried, the Holy
Spirit descended again, resulting in more sincere confessions and conversions (Song
2006:98). When recounting the same event on the evening of March 8, Schubert
provides a more vivid picture,
And when we met together in the chapel, some 250 to 300 of us came, students,
teachers, nurses, doctors, missionaries, and the preachers and Bible women who
had come for the district conference the next week, of all the southern districts.
Dr. Sung had us sing some choruses about prayer, then he said, "now, let
us pray." Nobody prayed, quite a long, embarrassing pause. Then two Chinese
girl students stood up (I can still see their double braids) and began to pray.
We had never had anything like that; we'd always been very sedate,
nothing unusual, never two praying at one time. I thought of Gypsy Smith, when
he was holding a meeting in a "Gothic" church in Virginia, and two persons
prayed at once. The "Gothic lady" who ran the church protested to him, "Mr.
Smith, you stop them." He replied, "Sister, God has two ears."
While I was thinking of this, the Holy Spirit fell on all of us, and we all
began to pray, but all in Chinese. I had never prayed so fervently in Chinese
before. But the Lord prayed through me in torrents of Chinese, and talked to me
in Chinese. There were no other tongues, everyone prayed intelligibly.
Dr. Sung was frightened, and he stopped us. When I asked him after the
meeting why he stopped us, he told me, "I was afraid the missionaries would
think 'that crazy Sung' had made all the students crazy." So he cried out: ''Now
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we don't want any fanaticism. You had better all go to your rooms and pray, not
here. I'll pronounce the benediction and you all go quietly."
But as he pronounced the benediction, the Holy Spirit fell on us again.
Then he stopped us the second time: "You didn't understand me; don't pray here.
Please go to your rooms and pray." Then again, as he pronounced the
benediction, the Holy Spirit fell on us the third time, and he let us go on, and we
prayed for almost an hour, maybe more, in the Spirit, no disorder. (Schubert
1983:117-119; also see Schubert 1976:34-35)
Out of this meeting, many were converted; among them were seven to eight
Communist members who had been paid to disrupt the meeting, as well as many Chinese
pastors who had not experienced rebirth in Christ prior to this meeting.
Pastors revived. The Preachers Conference started on Monday, March 9.
William E. Schubert had been burdened for his pastoral colleagues, many of whom were
unsure of their faith. One of them was an older pastor Schubert had worked under
previously, the Rev. Wang Shanzhi (Wang Shan-chih), a 1919 graduate of Union
Theological Seminary in New York (UTS 1937:385). Once, Pastor Wang confided in
Schubert that he doubted the existence of God, who when further queried responded, "I
used to [believe there was a God], before 1 went to America to study, but I gave it up at
Union [Theological Seminary]" (Schubert 1983:80; also 1976:36-37).
John Sung taught from the first chapter of Acts of the Apostles, guiding the
preachers to understand the importance of realization of sins, prayer, and the baptism of
the Holy Spirit. He rebuked the preachers without reservation, pressing them to confess
and return to the apostolic faith. According to Sung, he made sure all preachers would be
centrally seated on both sides of the middle aisle, surrounded by new converts or those
newly revived youths who had already confessed their sins in the prior week (Sung
1995a: 117).
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When Sung had finished speaking in the first session, he appealed to all the
preachers to confess their sinfulness and to receive the power of the Holy Spirit. When
the preachers remained silent, the young believers began praying aloud. In their
unguarded zeal, several tens of students openly prayed for their pastors. One of these, a
young teacher named Paul Wang Jiashu, prayed openly in tears for his father, Pastor
Wang Shiqing (Wang Shih-tsing), who Schubert described as a "scalawag" who had
some moral and ethical issues (Schubert 1983:84; Sung 1995a: 118).
Obviously unhappy, one of the preachers prayed that each one present would
focus on his or her own sins and refrain from criticizing the preachers (Song 2006:99).
After the session, some pastors complained to Sung, claiming that he had invoked the
youngsters to criticize them through prayer. During the afternoon, John Sung announced
that no specific names should be prayed for in public. Each should continue to intercede
for others in silence.
It was then the Holy Spirit manifested a mighty work among the leaders. Things

began to change during the evening service. Several pastors led in confessing their sins,
among whom was Rev. Wang Shanzhi, the one who said he lost his faith studying
theology in America. In the following days, many more had their faith revived. Many
were finally converted. Schubert said that his many Chinese coworkers who previously
had not been born again all "found the Lord" in Sung's meetings and "began to preach
the gospel" (Schubert 1983:80).
One of the most touching scenes was when Paul Wang held on to his father,
Pastor Wang Shiqing, to confess his own shortcomings. Under the conviction of the
Holy Spirit, Pastor Wang broke down in tears to confess all his sins (Song 2006: 100;
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Schubert 1976:30-31). Several of those who openly criticized or challenged Sung were
also deeply convicted of sin.
Years later, Schubert said, "Whatever is left of our work now in Kiangsi [Jiangxi],
I think is perhaps mostly the result of that time, and the follow-up, of course. (We do not
exclude the previous work either.) All our preachers and Bible women, who hadn't been,
were born again at that time" (1983:119).
Finally, on March 17, John Sung said goodbye to the people of Nanchang. Before
leaving, he preached again for the final time at the Baldwin Chapel. He encouraged the
students to fonn preaching bands to continue their work of evangelism. And he exhorted
the teachers and preachers to serve with love and shepherd those under them so that no
one would falter from faith. Sung recounted that when he prayed, he felt as if he was
being hoisted on the cross petitioning on the people's behalves. Once again, the Holy
Spirit filled those in attendance and the whole chapel was covered with the sweet voices
of prayer (Song 2006:100).
Sung (Song 2006:101) jotted down the lessons he learned from the visit to
Nanchang. He said that he had found the key to reviving the church. In summary, the
three points were: First, the church needs to pray fervently in one accord. The church
will not experience revival when prayer is neglected. Second, the working of the Holy
Spirit will naturally lead to realization and confession of sins. Third, Christians need to
be filled with the Holy Spirit to receive power in order to be witnesses of the good news.
When Sung narrated his Review of My Ministry, he made these three points even more
concise, highlighting the specific responsibilities of Christians in seeking the reviving
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work of God. These were: confessing sins thoroughly, seeking the filling of the Holy
Spirit, and witnessing for the Lord (Sung 1967:6).
The turning point in Nanchang was obviously important for John Sung. In his
autobiography, he said that March 5, 1931 was a night to be remembered (Sung
1995a: 117). When he led the Bible Exposition Institute for 1,600 Methodist preachers in
Fuzhou in 1937, John Sung mentioned that night in Nanchang at least three different
times to the same audience. Sung said he depended on his own eloquence during the first
week of ministry in Nanchang. But on a particular day in the second week, he prayed
through the night with tears flowing from a contrite heart so that his old self was nailed to
the cross; his heart was suddenly filled with burning heat, and knew from then on to
depend fully on God. Sure enough, the next day, people were confessing their sins in
tears. Such mighty work showed evidence of the Holy Spirit's mighty work. From then
on, the Holy Spirit filled his heart so he could live a victorious life (Sung 1937b:168).
The Nanchang visit also brought together two Christian workers whose lives and
ministries impacted one another's. The friendship between John Sung and William E.
Schubert continued to blossom. Most interestingly, they both claimed the other person to
have been instrumental in charting a new course for their lives. For John Sung
especially, he would look back to Nanchang as a defining moment in his life ministry.
Sung said that his earlier ministry failed because he rebuked others too much until
he learned the importance of examining himself. This lesson was obviously important for
Sung. More than six years later, he would mention that it was to William Schubert's
credit that he learned the important lesson. The change happened when he heard
Schubert pray in tears saying, "It is indeed my sin that caused the Nanchang people from
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being saved" (Sung 1937b:42). Sung was deeply touched by the missionary's passion
and learned that his inability to change others as well as his failure in ministry were due
mainly to his unwillingness to change himself. In another preaching session, he told the
audience that it was because of Schubert's prayer on March 5, 1931 that he learned the
secret to pray for victory in Christ. He told a big gathering of pastors in 1937 that the
turning point came when he laid out all his sins in confession before God, and he was
filled with the Holy Spirit afterwards (Sung 193 7b: 155). This happened only when Sung
prayed through the night, weeping in agony, asking that his flesh be nailed to the cross. It
was on that night, Sung said, his heart was suddenly hot as if on fire. He was then willing
to commit everything to the Lord. The next day, the Holy Spirit worked mightily. Once
he began to pray in the meeting, the audience started to cry in agony, confessing their
SInS.

Apparently, the admiration and impact between the two men were mutual. More
than forty-five years after they first met in Nanchang, Schubert said, "I learned more
from Dr. Sung in three weeks than I learned in three years in theological seminary.
Whatever I have been able to do since, is largely due to Dr. Sung, under God" (Schubert
1976:14).
On the way back to Shanghai, Sung stopped by liujiang again. Having heard
about the revival in Nanchang, the liujiang folks were eager to receive the blessing as
well. While there, Sung said he dreamt of Nanchang youths witnessing across the whole
area. He was reminded by the Holy Spirit that God himself would call forth his elect, and
Sung was simply a vessel and should never become prideful (Song 2006: 101).
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John Sung stayed about two days there before making his journey to the next stop,
Wuhu, nearly 500 kilometers (310 miles) away. He was asked to lead an
interdenominational meeting which met at the First Methodist Episcopal Church. While
there, he was entertained by a Methodist missionary, Rev. Paul G. Hayes, who happened
to be a graduate of Union Theological Seminary (UTS 1937:396). Although Rev. Hayes
entered Union at the same time as John Sung, in 1926, he could not recognize this was
the same Dr. Siong Ceh Sung he had met in New York City, because Sung was not in a
suit nor was he wearing glasses now (Song 2006: 101).
John Sung lamented that there were only 30 members in that big downtown
church, which has a seating capacity of nearly 600. For the revival services, however,
there were about 300 in attendance, coming from eight different churches.
John Sung was disappointed with the results in Wuhu, although there were
numerous confessions. On the way back to Shanghai, he was truly burdened in his spirit
for Paul Hayes, whose deep entrenchment in Modernism made him deny the virgin birth.
That to Sung was the corrupted core of disbelief which caused disunity. In comparing
Nanchang and Wuhu, he concluded that the real difference between the two series of
meetings was prayer. In Nanchang, missionary Schubert's constant prayer on his knees
with Sung made the work impactful (Song 2006: 102). While Sung was comparing the
two geographical areas, he was actually comparing the two types of theological outlook
represented by missionaries Hayes and Schubert. This could be clearly seen in Sung's
later ministry and his conduct.
When he got back to Shanghai, Sung first dropped in on his Shanghai mentor,
Rev. Tang Renxi. He shared with Tang his recent trip to central China. Sung told the
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older pastor, in terms of receptivity of the audience, the order is as follow: church
members, girl students, boy students, preachers, and missionaries. Rev. Tang concurred;
the hardest to repent are the missionaries (Song 2006: 103).
Revival Breaks Out in Shanghai
John Sung was scheduled to be the main speaker at two Shanghai meetings when
he returned from central China. The meetings were part of the Five Year Forward
Movement program planned by the Shanghai Committee. The National Christian
Council in China launched the Five Year Forward Movement in 1929 to begin in January
1930, calling all Chinese Christians to a heightened expectation for revival. Among the
aims were enrichment of spiritual life, increased efforts in evangelism, and doubling of
church membership within five years (Carlberg 1936:23; Lee 1988:15-16). The slogan
adopted for the movement was, "Lord, revive Thy Church, beginning with me" (Carlberg
1936:24; Cui 1983:278).
The first was a five-day retreat for Christian workers at the Bethel Mission of
Shanghai. John Sung took two sessions each day, covering part of the "Sermon on the
Mount" and the book of Genesis. He also told his life story, from childhood to his
ministry in Hinghwa. 105 One participant who reported the meetings to Zhen-Guang
Monthly, a Baptist magazine, described John Sung as pouring himself out fully in making
passionate appeals for soul saving work (Zhen-Guang 1931: 81-82). The same reporter
also expressed admiration of John Sung's ability to draw out deeper meanings from Bible
text through playing with Chinese words.

105 John Sung titled his life story "the Book of Genesis and My Life Journey." The transcribed version of
this testimony in Chinese was first published by Bethel Mission in at least two different volumes: Guidefor
the Spiritual Journey (1957, reprint from 1932) and The Flame ofRevival (1965, reprint).

236
The All Shanghai Revival Meetings were conducted in the newly built Moore
Memorial Church, which could seat a thousand. John Sung preached to a packed
audience every day for eight days straight, starting from Easter Sunday. News of John
Sung's powerful preaching spread throughout the city. On the last day, Rev. Yu Zhizhai,
senior pastor of Moore Memorial Church, told John Sung there was close to two
thousand in the audience. The church was filled to the brim, with all the floor space
taken and many hundreds standing to hear the message (Song 2006: 105).
John Sung himself must have been very pleasantly surprised with so many
crowding to hear him. When he entered the church on the first day, he actually prayed
that he would not be proud with the huge attendance. Throughout the meeting, he was
also assisted by Rev. Andrew Gih and the other Bethel workers. John Sung (Song
2006: 103) recorded that the Holy Spirit descended as wind blowing through and the
whole congregation wept aloud in confession of sins. On the last night, John Sung shared
about his born again experience and challenged the people to die to self and live for God.
He also urged the people to commit to boldly share the good news with others in the
weeks to come, as that was the purpose of the planning committee in conducting the
revival meeting (Zhen-Guang 1931: 81-82). John Sung asked the audience to kneel and
pray softly at the close of the last meeting. Right then, John Sung said the Holy Spirit
was present, and all in the hall burst out praying loudly, committing their lives to God.
John Sung said he had never seen such mighty work of the Holy Spirit in his life before
(Song 2006: 105).
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Learning Humility through Physical Ailment
However, John Sung suddenly felt great discomfort in his chest just as he was
uttering the dismissal prayer. He wrote in his diary that he understood that God wanted
him to learn humility, so that all the results he just witnessed would not make him
arrogant. It turned out that Sung's physical condition was caused by a "weak heart," as
diagnosed by a Bethel doctor. Two days later, Sung's Shanghai mentor Rev. Tang Renxi
brought a Christian brother who had the gift of healing to visit John Sung. When all three
knelt to pray, Mr. Zheng laid his hand on John Sung's back. He knew God had healed
him physically when he suddenly felt a burning sensation from his back.
A few days later, John Sung set out for the national capital, Nanjing, on April 17.
He was engaged earlier to lead a Methodist Pastors Retreat from five districts. This time,
he was hosted by Rev. and Mrs. Francis P. Jones, who knew him well (L. Jones 1931).
When he returned to Shanghai again in early May, John Sung was totally
exhausted, partly due to the toils in ministry and partly his heart condition. Miss Jennie
Hughes and Dr. Mary Stone invited John Sung to take a much needed rest at Bethel. 106
He accepted happily with one condition, he must preach once a day! That led to what
Miss Jennie Hughes called a "Bethel Revival," resulting in one hundred and ten baptisms
(Hughes 1931:25). When John Sung started preaching in Bethel Chapel, he was soon
asked to teach a class period in the Bethel Bible School. The chapel in the Bible School
could not hold the crowd, as over 200 nurses had cut their classes to come hear the young
scientist. From the meeting, many preaching bands and prayer groups were formed with
106 John Sung was prominently featured in the 1931 issue of Bethel Heart Throbs, an annual publication
reporting on news and ministries of Bethel Mission in Shanghai. It was through Bethel's publication that
the English name "John Sung" was popularly known to the world. Prior to this during his ministry years,
he was known as "Sang Siong Ceh" in his hometown; and as "S. C. Sung" outside Hinghwa (see Hockman
1931 :598).
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a single purpose of winning souls to Christ. Jennie Hughes (1931:25) commented about
John Sung's powerful appeal, "It seemed as though there was not an argument in the
mind of any student against accepting Christ as Master of the life that this young man did
not meet."
John Sung was again happy to visit with Andrew Gih and other members of the
Bethel Word-Wide Evangelistic Band. The team of evangelists had just made an abrupt
change in their evangelistic tour to return to Shanghai in order to attend the funeral
service of Mother Stone, mother of Dr. Mary Stone. John Sung was impressed with the
team's willingness to go to any center regardless of size. The Evangelistic Band, led by
Andrew Gih, was a fledgling team made up of four young Bethel workers. The team was
consecrated on February 8, 1931, "purposing to preach the gospel in every province, and
then as led, to the uttermost part of the world" (Gih 1938: 15).
According to John Sung, he soon found out what caused his physical ailment. It
was his pride! While in Nanjing, he had turned down an invitation from Changzhou
(formerly spelled Changchow) in Jiangsu Province. Although Changzhou was located
along the route of his return trip from Nanjing to Shanghai, he had refused to go. The
excuse John Sung gave was his physical weakness, but deep within, it was his pride of
not wanting to work in what he thought to be a smaller center (Song 2006: 107).
Collaborating with the Bethel Evangelistic Band
John Sung decided to go to Changzhou with the Bethel Band. In Changzhou,
Sung's heart condition was finally gone when he decided that he would preach with full
energy without reservation. He said the healing came when he was acting out the sermon
and in his "jumping up and down" (Song 2006:108; 1967:9).
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John Sung engaged in interesting conversations with several Changzhou
missionaries, some of whom were of the Modernist persuasion. Some missionaries were
especially curious about John Sung's time in America. Reportedly, they asked about
Sung's Bloomingdale Hospital experience as well as his opinion of Harry Emerson
Fosdick (Song 2006:108).
The Bethel Heart Throbs reported that one prominent missionary who rejected the
validity of biblical miracles asked John Sung on what he thought on science and religion.
John Sung replied that though science was good, it could not save people from sins. And
when the missionary said he admired Harry Emerson Fosdick and saw Mahatma Gandhi
as "types of the real Christian," John Sung retorted,
China does not need the teaching of Fosdick, nor Gandhi. The teachings of
Confucius is far better than either. What the Chinese need is Jesus Christ and His
cross. So many talked about Fosdick. Do you know him? Have you heard him
teach or preach? I have studied under him but I cast him and his teachings out of
my heart and life forever. Then they said I was mentally wrong and sent me to a
hospital for one hundred and ninety-three days to rest! It was there that God's
Word became precious to my soul. (Hughes 1931 :49-50)
John Sung said his heart was burdened for the missionaries and said he even
dreamt about trying to persuade the missionaries to repent from their unbelieving hearts
(Song 2006: 108). Two days later, John Sung reportedly told a Miss Patty he was
saddened to hear that some of the missionaries would not believe in the Old Testament.
Sung told her that, "All China needs is a Savior, not some saints or worldly wisdom"
(Song 2006:109).
By the end of the week, the meeting place was crowded with almost seven
hundred people. Over 300 were converted. Andrew Gih joined the team towards the end
of the campaign. This marked the beginning of John Sung's association with the Bethel
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Mission of Shanghai. It would be one that catapulted him to the national stage, where he
was able to grow in ministry in a tight-knit community of the band. It would be an
adventure for John Sung as well as the other team members.
Evangelistic tour to Shandong. The band had only a few days' layover in
Shanghai before setting off North to Shandong Province. John Sung accepted Andrew
Gih's invitation to join the team. For slightly over a month, the Band visited Qingdao,
Daxintuan,I07 Jimo, Jinan, Taian, and Yixian (now Yicheng). John Sung was assigned to
lead the revival meetings, speaking in English and interpreted by Andrew Gih.
The trip to Shandong turned out to be a marvelous learning experience for John
Sung. Shandong was then experiencing a great revival. He came face to face with
Pentecostal practices of various stripes, apparently for the first time. He mentioned two
groups in this first visit specifically, the "Spiritual Gifts Society" (Ling-en Hui) and the
Assemblies of God group. John Sung opined that that some of the Pentecostal groups
tended to overemphasize on external feelings, stressing that tongues, visions, and special
revelations were necessary signs of Spirit baptism. In trying to grapple with the issue, he
taught on the importance of love as the greatest of all gifts.
It appeared that John Sung's mind was enwrapped with the issue of

Pentecostalism for the next several days. He even asked Andrew Gih to speak in his
stead at least once in the next city, a week after he first had contact with Pentecostal
believers. He said that he could not focus on preaching, as his mind was still grappling
with the questions he had in Qingdao. He paid full attention to Andrew Gih's message
on the Samaritan woman. John Sung also said that it was during the message that he

107 The published diary by Tianzhen Song misprinted it as" k
2008:138,168). It should be ··k -f"ut Daxingtuan" instead.

-f"lI1J Daxinding" (Song 2006: Ill; 134; Song
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received the answer: "The filling of the Holy Spirit naturally becomes the source of river
ofliving water within the believer which will flow continuously unto eternity" (Sung
1967: 10). Using a famous Chinese couplet to bring out the point, John Sung said the
gifts of God are blessings intended not merely for the recipient, but instead, it was
through the recipient to bless many others. Thus, one should not simply be happily
contented in tongues and visions alone. Rather, these gifts are meant for one to edify the
whole world. A Spirit filled person is one who has been cleansed on the inside so as to
channel the living water from within to irrigate the parched fields in people's hearts.
Only then will irrigated fields bear spiritual fruit to God's glorious name. Thus putting it
simply, "giving" is the only means to "receiving." Based on this principle, Sung said the
natural outcome of the Holy Spirit filling is to empty oneself to obey God's will in order
to bear witness in love (Sung 1967:10-11). Sung put his thoughts into immediate action.
He helped some believers in Daxintuan to form a preaching team. According to Sung
(1967:11), the team was still in existence in 1938.
When John Sung set foot in Shandong Province in May of 1931, a wide-spread
revival was underway, which was later called the Shandong Revival. First started among
missionaries, which include Baptists and Presbyterians, it spread throughout Shandong
and its neighboring provinces. Marie Monsen, a Norwegian missionary, was the
"catalyst" in this revival (Bays 1993: 173, also Culpepper 1968, Crawford 1933).
Bethel Conference. As the Bethel Summer Bible Conference date drew closer,
the Band headed back to Shanghai towards the end of June. On the whole, John Sung
and the Bethel Band started off on a good note in the month-long evangelistic trip. When
they arrived in Shanghai, it was also a time of reunion of John Sung and his wife, who
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had come to Shanghai for the Bible Retreat. The young couple had not seen each other
for more than six months. This became a precursor of many more months-long
separations for the couple due to Sung's hectic work as a traveling evangelist.
In preparing for the Bible Conference, the Bethel leaders were initially

apprehensive about the turnout, as civil war was waging in much of central China. But
when the conference started, more than one thousand registrants attended, with over 700
out-of-town delegates from provinces across China. The Bethel Tabernacle was filled to
the brim with hundreds of chairs added, filling even the area between altar railing and the
platform (Hughes 1931 :28). Many of the delegates came from central and northern
China, travelling a long distance to get there. Sung claimed that many came from places
he had just visited recently, from central China and Shandong province (Sung 1967: 121).
John Sung was more than just the main speaker at the Bible Conference. The
Bethel organizer actually asked him to come up with program schedule when he was
preaching in central China. The main theme was "Evangelism for China," with a focus
on revival. The subthemes were: prayer revival, song revival, Bible revival, and service
revival (Hughes 1931:26-27; Song 2006:115). Sung himself took up two main sessions
each day, taking the delegates through the Gospel of Mark and Acts of the Apostles. The
other topics were taken up by Bethel workers.
Miss Jennie Hughes acknowledged that the Holy Spirit was at work throughout
the conference. She especially highlighted John Sung's passionate preaching, "Dr. Sung,
despite the tremendous heat that sent him with his cotton garments drenched with
perspiration from the platform after every service, would in a most heart searching
manner bring the message from God's own heart to the people, showing what the early
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Apostles endured, the spirit they showed, the abandonment to the task, they manifested"
(Hughes 1931 :28).
John Sung told of the twin purposes in his Bible expositions. In studying the
Gospel of Mark, he aimed at bringing realization and healing of the sin problem. In the
book of Acts, Sung highlighted the filling of the Holy Spirit in every instance of the
apostles' ministries (Song 2006:115). However, the emphasis would always return to the
theme, evangelism. Jennie Hughes noted especially Sung's passionate plea to the
audience at the close of each message, "Oh, friends, are you ready for the task? Are your
hands clean for the work? Do you know the power of the Holy Ghost in your lives? Call
on God for it! Get you ready for the work! Pray! Stand up and pray! Reach out and
take hold of God" (Hughes 1931 :28-29).
At the Bible Conference, many church leaders openly confessed to their lack of
dependence on the Holy Spirit. At least two hundred attendees dedicated their lives for
full-time Christian service (Song 2006: 117).
After the conference, Sung committed himself to join the Bethel World-Wide
Band. According to the plan, the Band would embark on a long trip to far north China in
early September. In the interim, John would accompany his wife back to Hinghwa. On
the way, the couple experienced a life-threatening shipwreck but was miraculously saved.
The incident left an indelible mark on Sung about life's frailty, the transitory nature of
riches and fame, and the importance of seizing each opportunity to serve God. He would
often mention this in his sermons (Hughes 1931:61; Song 2006:120).
Besides visiting his elderly parents, it was also necessary for John Sung to report
to his superior in Hinghwa as well as make arrangements for the family. There was no
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mention of his official resignation from the Methodist church anywhere. Actually, Sang
Siong Ceh, John Sung's name in the Hinghwa dialect, continued to be listed as a member
in the Hinghwa Annual Conference Roster. Sung's job designation was "evangelist-atlarge" of the Methodist Church until his death in 1944.
Expanded Northward Tour
The Bethel World-Wide Evangelistic Band embarked on an ambitious ministry
trip to far north and northern China from early September to right around Christmas,
1931. The furthest they reached was Hailar in Inner Mongolia, more than 3,000
kilometers (1864 miles) away from Shanghai.
Bitter-sweet taste of rejection. John Sung and Frank Ling joined up with the other
three team members when they arrived at Fenghuangcheng (now Fengcheng) in Liaoning
Province on September 6, 1931. They made it in time to minister at the triennial meeting
of a Lutheran Mission. The team came with high hopes, thinking that the gathering of
missionaries and pastors from Manchuria could help disseminate the flame of revival
further and wider as well as open up doors for the traveling evangelists (Hughes
1931 :67). Unfortunately, they were disappointed. John Sung was slated to share his
testimony in the first meeting, attended by over 200 delegates and Bible students. When
an altar call was issued, more than ten delegates rushed out to kneel in loud confession
for sins.
The Lutheran missionaries were not impressed, nor were they comfortable with
the loud prayers. But the Chinese Lutheran pastors were greatly blessed by the Bethel
Band and wished for the Band to stay. Pressure came from top missionary leaders,
conveyed by two Chinese pastors, "if the band wanted to speak at the Conference they
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must lower their voices, use no gestures, and pray softly" (Hughes 1931 :64; Gih
1936:16). An ultimatum was directed at the Chinese pastors, missionary funds would be
withheld from those who invited the noisy Bethel group to speak. Having prayed about
the matter, the Band members felt led to leave the conference immediately, moving ahead
of the original schedule to their next destination. Before leaving, John Sung encouraged
the Chinese pastors to look forward to the day when Chinese churches could be fully selfsupporting. In his 1938 narrated memoir, John Sung said, "Beloved fellow workers and
fellow Christians! Why do you still depend on the financial support of foreigners? You
should look to the Lord of all things and realize that the time has come for the church to
be self-propagating, self-governing, se1f-supporting-tru1y independent" (Lya111956:77;
Sung 1968:16). In writing back to the Bethel Headquarters in Shanghai, John Sung said,
"We are glad we were driven out from that place because this experience has helped the
young evangelists to be humble, not to be too ambitious and try to turn the world upside
down in one minute's time" (Hughes 1931:67).
Having tasted rejection, the Bethel Band began to devote even more time to
praying together, up to ten times a day. John Sung said it was in prayer that they had
"found the key for a revival" (Hughes 1931 :67). Sure enough, revival broke out in the
next city the band visited. In Mukden (or Fengtian, now Shenyang), the size of the
audience grew from 300 to 1,500 by the end of the visit (Gih 1938:18; 1963:109). Over
700 were born again, prompting John Sung to comment, "This is the greatest revival I
have ever seen in my life" (Hughes 1931:66; Sung 1967:17). It was also here that an
evangelistic band fellowship was formed, which consisted of teams with members who
would go out witnessing together (Sung 1967: 17).
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The team of five young preachers left Shenyang on the fateful day of September
18, 1931. They would only fmd out when they arrived at their next stop that their train
was the last to leave Shenyang. On that same evening the Bethel Band left the city, a
section of railway outside Shenyang was blown up by explosives, seemingly intentionally
set by the Imperial Japanese Army. That event would be known as the "Mukden
Incident," or more commonly in Chinese, "September 18." The next day, the Japanese
army openly invaded Manchuria, taking Shenyang by the end of the day (Spence
1990:369-371). The conflict between Japan and China intensified from this point on and
would escalate to an all-out war in 1937 (HsuI975:661).
In retrospect, John Sung and his teammates realized it was indeed providential
that they were "forced out" in Fenghuangcheng by the Lutheran missionaries. In tum, it
allowed them to arrive in Mukden a few days ahead of their original schedule so they
could make that timely departure.
Stranded to preach in the northeast provinces. Since all communication lines
were cut off for the team, they spent nearly two months in the area visiting small
churches (Gih 1938:19). After their short visit to Hailar in Inner Mongolia at the SinoRusso border, the team of five went on to Harbin in Heilongjiang Province. It was in this
city that John Sung was able to preach at Korean and Russian churches. Philip Lee wrote
that when Sung told the Russian audience his life testimony, "tears rolled down the faces
of the audience" (Hughes 1931:71). At the close of the meeting, fifty Russian Christians
dedicated themselves to share the gospel among the Russians in Manchuria.
After that, the Band visited smaller cities and towns around Harbin. These
included Hulan, Suihua, Changchun, Jilin City, and Chaoyang. Sometimes, they split
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into two teams visiting different towns, some of which were visited more than once
depending on needs and circumstances.
When the team reached Mukden again on October 31, they were able to
encourage the believers, many of whom were converted during their last visit. For nearly
a month, they worked in Liaoning Province, preaching in towns nearby Mukden. When
they finally waved goodbye to the believers in Yingkou, Liaoning, they had already
counted three thousand new converts. That was the result of nearly three months of labor
and long distance travel (Sung 1967:21).
Back to the land of revival. The Band arrived in Shandong Province toward the
end of November, 1931. The first stop was Huangxian (Hwanghsien, now Longkou), a
main center of the Southern Baptist Mission. Apparently, the Band was split into two
teams, with John Sung and Philip Lee staying in Huangxian. The meeting lasted six
days. It was described as an "unprecedented revival," bringing prior revival efforts of
able workers to a new height (Fan 1932:79-80). The report also described John Sung's
preaching as systematic, leading the audience from the crucifixion of Jesus to the second
coming. John Sung preached from one chapter from the Bible each session, using
pictorial aids and drawings to illustrate his points. At the close of each meeting, many
answered Sung's altar call to kneel in loud confession and weeping. By the end of the
week, many were converted, and many dedicated their lives. A watch tower was
established so that people would come to pray at the church in rotation (Fan 1932:80).
John Sung and Philip Lee went on to Pingdu (formerly spelled Pingtu), where the
famed Baptist missionary pioneer Charlotte Lottie Moon was once stationed (Pruitt
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1938: 141; Flynt and Berkley 1997: 152). The Bethel Band arrived a few days later than
scheduled, but some had already gathered to pray.
On the second day, John Sung preached one of his favorite sermons, "Open up the
Casket," entreating the people to deal with all sins within their hearts. John Sung
remarked that the whole audience was in tears and hundreds wept as if facing the
Judgment Seat (Song 2006:140). Sung also mentioned some were praying in tongues,
but he tried to stop them by leading the people to sing. Apparently, Rev. and Mrs.
George M. Kelley, a Pentecostal itinerant preaching couple from Guangdong, had just
visited Pingdu in September. They reported that two Baptist missionaries, among many
others, had "received the Holy Ghost baptism.,,108 According to Miss Sears, Kelley had
taught that all who receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit would speak in tongues (Song
2006: 141; 1995: 104).109 John Sung answered tersely, "the greatest gift of the Holy Spirit
is love, least is the gift of tongues. Moreover, tongues must be interpreted in order to
edify others" (Song 2006:141).
John Sung the reluctant "healer." It was in Pingdu that John Sung found he had
the gift of divine healing. According to Sung's narration, it was almost forced upon him
that he should pray for the sick in the afternoon of December 10, 1931. His Pingdu host,

108 Mrs. Margaret Kelley reported a "wonderful outpouring of the Spirit" in Pingdu that September, and
more than fifty have "received the Holy Ghost" (Kelley 1931 :22). A Chinese article published by the
Assemblies of God Mission in China reported that George and Margaret Kelley with another missionary
from Shanghai, led revival meetings in Pingdu Baptist Church from September 13, 1931. Prior to this,
Kelley had only spoken at the Pingdu Assembly of God. Reportedly, many received the Holy Ghost two
days later. On that day, Pentecostal manifestations such as tongues, visions, falling on the floor, laughter,
weeping, and spiritual singing were observed. Mr. Kelley conducted healing service in Pingdu on
September 18. The report also mentioned differences of opinions within the Baptist church regarding
Pentecostal practices (Shenzhao 1932:30-33).
109 There were two misprints in both editions of Sung's edited diary. One has "Miss Seers" (Song
1995: 101) while the other has "Miss Surs" (Song 2006: 141). According to the missionary roster of the
Baptist mission, it was most likely Mrs. Grace Boyd Sears, who was then in charge of the girl school in
Pingdu (Pruitt 1938:121, 143). Also, John Sung's diary entry suggested that this person worked closely
with girl students (Song 2006: 141).
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Rev. Earl Parker, lID had already assembled about 30 people with various sicknesses at his
home before asking John Sung to pray over them. Sung was reluctant at first, saying he
"dared not." He agreed only after Earl Parker rebuked him, "Didn't the Bible clearly
teach on this in James 5:14-15? Don't you believe the promise of Lord Jesus that we can
do greater things than He?" (Song 2006:141; Sung 1987:223).
John Sung exhorted those seeking to be healed to first confess all their sins before
he prayed and laid hands on each of them. Sung said later that he was so afraid he dared
not open his eyes after he prayed for a Mrs. Luo (Sung 1962c:65). Reportedly, all were
healed after they were prayed for. One of those was Mrs. Luo Huichen (maiden name
Dai Yulan), who had not walked for 18 years. Apparently, after she was healed, Mrs.
Luo walked on her own from Rev. Earl Parker's home to the church, a distance of 100
yards. By then, the afternoon service had already begun with song and praise. Mrs. Luo
walked to the platform and "praised the Lord for having healed her" (Smith 1965:34).
According to an eyewitness account in a Baptist magazine in Chinese, all five hundred in
the audience erupted in shouts of "hallelujahs" that "shook the walls and foundation" of
the church building (Zhen-Guang 1932a:79).
The account of Mrs. Luo's healing was well documented by Baptist missionaries
stationed in Shandong at that time (Crawford 1933:56-59; Smith 1965:34-35; Culpepper
1968:65). Mary Crawford, in reporting the incredible healing, commented, "I did not
want to believe in my own eyes when I first saw it, but a year later, after checking up
succeeding events, it is time to publish the facts to the praise and glory of our Lord, Jesus
110 Earl Parker, sent by the Foreign Missionary Board of the Southern Baptist Convention, stationed in
Pingdu from 1922 to 1952, hosted John Sung in December, 1931 (Smith 1965:34; Flynt and Berkley
1997:354; Pruitt 1938:141). In John Sung's biography by Liu Yiling, a printing error has him as "Paryer,"
which other writers picked up, some even mentioned the name to be a "Rev. Prayer" (Liu 1984: 117;
1995: 151).
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Christ" (Crawford 1933:56). At the time of her healing, Mrs. Luo's "lower limbs were
drawn up, large at the joints, but small as little sticks with no muscles at all" (Crawford
1933:57).
The healing of Mrs. Luo prompted many more to seek healing from John Sung.
In addition to those healed earlier, Sung prayed for 38 others after the afternoon service

(Song 2006:142). Mrs. Luo did not waste time in going to her neighbors to tell of her
healing, which brought many more conversions. I II Apparently, the revival spread from
Pingdu to many other areas throughout the province (Sung 1967:23).
"He did not think like us." Obviously, John Sung would have engaged in
discussions about beliefs and practices of Pentecostalism when he was in Pingdu. He had
consistently taught the importance of the filling of the Holy Spirit. However, he always
maintained that tongue speaking is but one of the gifts and not a proof that someone is
filled or baptized by the Holy Spirit. It was worth noticing that part of this difference was
briefly mentioned in the April 1932 issue of the Latter Rain Evangel, an important
Pentecostal periodical published since 1908. A missionary from Pingdu wrote to Mrs.
Margaret Kelley, who with her husband had led a Pentecostal revival two months earlier,
that, "Dr. Song [Sung] does not believe as we do about the Baptism of the Holy Spirit,
but he has not hurt or hindered us" (Kelley 1932: 19).
After Pingdu, John Sung spent a week in Jinan and then a few days in Qingdao
before leaving for Shanghai. He had visited both cities slightly more than six months

111 A week after Mrs. Luo was healed, another elderly woman who could not walk for 28 years was also
healed during Earl Parker's meeting. Reportedly, both ladies went about their villages telling of God's
miraculous work in their lives, which brought many to the Christian faith. Mrs. Luo's backslidden husband
found out about his wife was healed, gave up his teaching job to become a traveling evangelist. Reportedly,
within the first six months, Mr. Luo already visited eighty villages preaching the gospel to those who have
not heard of Jesus (Crawford 1933:57; cf. Culpepper 1968:65).
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ago. Both areas were also experiencing revival. John Sung taught the importance of a
balanced understanding on the spiritual gifts. In Jinan, John Sung continued to teach the
importance of the filling of the Holy Spirit. He stressed the importance of sticking to the
Bible in order to not fall into extremes. John Sung said he was careful in his own
teaching, lest he become "swayed" by the Pentecostal teaching (Sung 1967:23). In his
own diary, he concluded that each believer who was filled with the Holy Spirit must have
at least two gifts: the gift oflove and at least one of the gifts listed in 1 Corinthians 12:810. He said, "Since all gifts are different and diverse, there is the utmost necessity for
unity. But how could there be unity without love" (Song 2006: 142).
Having heard about the healing of Mrs. Luo from her paralysis, many in Qingdao
were hoping that John Sung would pray for them. Sung maintained that his calling was
not to heal the sick but to bring healing to the sinful hearts. It was not told whether he
did lead any healing service while there.
In Qingdao, John Sung read a book entitled The Anointing a/the Holy Spirit. He
was impressed with D. L. Moody and Charles Finney, who were filled with power as they
were anointed by the Holy Spirit. When he read about history of the revival in Wales,
Sung regretted that he was still weak in his spiritual life and had not been fully anointed
by the Holy Spirit (Song 2006: 143).
When John Sung and his teammates returned to Shanghai around Christmas, they
resembled five wearied soldiers returning from the frontline. But their hearts were
burning with a great sense of joy. Sung said he was most thankful for the gift of healing
and the ability to lead college students to learn the truth. He also rejoiced that he was
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instrumental in helping those with Pentecostal beliefs grow in their understanding of the
Bible (Sung 1967:23).
John Sung was also happy that his wife and daughter had just moved to Shanghai
to be with him. However, he found little time for family bliss. A tight schedule was
already planned for the first part of 1932. The Bethel Band would lead a revival
organized by the ministerial fellowship of Shanghai on New Year's Day. There would be
a Short Term Bible School and an intensive course on the Bible opened to all, to be held
at the Bethel Mission. It would run for almost the whole of February. And immediately
after that, the Band would leave for a tour of Southern Coasts of China.
Asking for One Hundred Thousand Souls
On the very first day of 1932, John Sung boldly asked for one hundred thousand
souls to be won by him within that year. For several years after this, John Sung would set
a high goal each year as his resolution and prayer. His one great purpose was always that
China would tum to the Lord. Increasingly, Sung realized his role in the attaining of this
lofty goal, if indeed it could be attained at all.
The Shanghai Revival held at the Allen Memorial Church was originally planned
for three days. Every seat in the large church was filled from the first day. The meetings
were extended three more days due to the higher than expected turnout. Reportedly, it
was then that the "real revival" started (Hughes 1932:37). The services were extended
four more days. Nearly 1,700 people were in attendance at the close of the revival,
taking up all available space in the auditorium (Song 2006:144; Hughes 1932:37). More
than 500 were converted and nearly 800 pledged to study the Bible daily.
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Apparently, Bethel Mission had just appointed John Sung as editor-in-chief of the
Guide to Holiness, published in Chinese. Sung took the assignment seriously. By
January, he had already compiled and lined up six months' worth of print materials for
the publication. Sung's advance preparation paid off. Bethel was able to print
subsequent issues without disruption although Shanghai would soon become a besieged
city for many weeks, as detailed below.
Japanese Attack on Shanghai
War broke out in Shanghai two weeks after the Shanghai Revival. Japanese
troops attacked Shanghai on January 28, 1932. For the next two weeks, aerial and ground
bombardments were carried out in many areas under Chinese jurisdiction. One of the
hardest hit was the district of Zhabei (Chapei), where reportedly, no building was left
unscathed after the war (Lu 1999:122; Spence 1990:371). The church where the
Shanghai Revival was just held and other mission buildings were destroyed (Hughes
1932:33).
The Bethel Mission ordered all personnel to evacuate to the International
Settlement on January 29. They also planned on canceling the Short Term Bible School,
which had been scheduled to start on February 3. John Sung took exception to that. He
argued that it would not be appropriate to make those who travelled thousands of
kilometers to return empty-handed (Song 2006: 146). In the course of discussion, John
Sung must have used some strong words against Andrew Gih.

112

Four days later, John

112 John Sung wrote in his diary that he openly disagreed with a colleague on canceling the February Bible
School. The colleague was not named in the published diary, referred to only with a singular pronoun; most
probably edited by the compiler. This person can only be Andrew Gih. An obvious clue was the omission
ofGih's name in the discussion. Also, Gih's name was not listed as one of the Bethel staff who attended
the Bible School, such as Ding Lijie, Frank Ling, and Zhang Shiying (Song 2006:146-147). Jennie
Hughes and Mary Stone were on furlough in America (Hughes 1932: 1-2). As one of the more senior
Bethel staff, Andrew Gih would have been a key decision maker at that time, ifnot the person-in-charge.
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Sung said he could not fall asleep as he was convicted of his spiritual weaknesses: critical
spirit, impatience, and lack of love toward others. Allegedly, he must have criticized Gih
as lacking of faith in wanting to cancel the Bible School. In prayer the next day, John
Sung said, "the Lord reminded me I should not ridicule another person as lacking of
faith" (Song 2006:146-147).
It turned out that more than thirty sat through the Bible School while war was

raging in Shanghai. The class covered twenty-three books of the Bible in slightly over
three weeks. Incredibly, John Sung kept his pregnant wife and daughter at the Bethel
compound although most women and children were evacuated to safe refuge in the
International Settlement. Towards the end of the Bible School, news of possible aerial
attacks against some Chinese-governed districts began to circulate around the city. One
of the Bethel workers made a final plea to John Sung to leave Bethel Mission to seek
shelter with the others. John Sung replied, "May the Lord's will be done. I am willing to
die here" (Song 2006:147).
It was around, or at the end of the Bible School, John Sung had a most unusual
experience during a prayer meeting. On the evening of February 28, John Sung
(2006:147) said while his own prayer remained intelligible, his lips uttered another
language beyond his own control. Sung said this was one of the most incredible
experiences of his life. He said in that prayer, he was not mindful of himself, but totally
engaged in intercession for all things. And the more he prayed, the sweeter it became.
This would be the first of John Sung's "tongue" experience, which he had not mentioned
in public, but based on what is available right now.
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Bethel Evangelistic Band to Southern China
The Bethel Band was on the move again, this time heading south. The team
would be gone for nearly four months, visiting Hong Kong and other mostly Cantonese
speaking areas with a stop in Fujian. On March 2, John Sung said goodbye to his wife
and daughter. This time, he would miss his daughter's three-year-old birthday, which
was coming up in a week. He would also miss the birth of their next child, due in two
months (Song 2006:148-149).
War over, internal battles ensued. The war was officially over on the day the
Bethel Band set sail for Hong Kong. On the way over, the team had to deal with
disagreements within the team. Sung said the team members could not get along right
from the beginning of the trip (Song 2006: 149). Andrew Gih said simply that the devil
must be out to hinder their present journey. The reason was because of how God had
blessed their ministries in North China a few months earlier (Hughes 1932:59).
Reportedly, Sung led the group in dealing with the issue. He first pointed out his own
weaknesses, and then weaknesses of the others. All agreed to confess their faults in
humility so none would hinder the work of the Holy Spirit (Sung 1995a: 110). Both Sung
and Gih did not mention the specifics of their contentions. It might have to do with the
disagreement that came up due to John Sung's insistence in holding the Bible School
under war conditions.
Laying hold on God at Peniel. There was a minor setback when their boat arrived
in Hong Kong. All passengers had to be quarantined for two days because of several
cases of smallpox on board the ship (Hughes 1932:46). Then on Sunday, March 6, the
Bethel Band was taken straight to the church from the dock. They were hosted by the
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South China Peniel Holiness Mission, which was associated with the Peniel Missionary
Society, an interdenominational holiness missionary organization based in Los Angeles
(Boynton & Boynton 1936:46-47).
During the next six days, there would be three sessions per day, each session
lasting two hours or more. John Sung was the main speaker. He spoke in English,
relying on Philip Lee for interpretation into Cantonese, the common dialect in the British
colony. In a letter, missionary Ethel McPherson with the Peniel Mission described John
Sung as the "Saint Paul of China" (Hughes 1932:47). Miss McPherson was most
impressed that Sung spoke a simple message of the cross that was understood by all,
"High and low, rich and poor, people who live on boats and those of high position were
alike attracted to these services. Educated and illiterate may have sat side by side. Silken
clad and the unclothed save a few patched rags were alike welcomed" (Hughes 1932:48).
Deeply impacted by John Sung's powerful message, she wrote months after the meeting,
"And with the writing of his [John Sung's] name the tears start and my throat tightens"
(Hughes 1932:47).
As before, John Sung pounded on the importance of regeneration and confessions
of one's sins as well as the absolute need of Christians for the Holy Spirit. At each
service, many would answer the altar call. Writing to the Bethel leaders, Andrew Gih
said, "The Lord spoke through Dr. Sung with great power" (Hughes 1932:51-52). He
noted that many, including missionaries, were touched to sincerely seek forgiveness from
their friends and coworkers, adding, "one missionary went to his wife and asked for her
forgiveness" (Hughes 1932:52).

257
One of the most touching scenes was about a modem-day prodigal son. An
America-educated man who claimed to be an atheist had threatened his mother's life
should she kept attending church. This young man was curious when invited by friends
to see "that crazy man, Sung, jumping on the platform" (Hughes 1932:52). He did attend
and was strongly gripped during the first meeting. On the next day, many in the audience
responded to Sung's call to repent oftheir sins. That young man could not resist and
knelt to confess his own faults. While the meeting was still going on, he walked over to
the women's side, and "finding his mother [he] took her hand in his and with trembling
voice asked her to forgive him. The mother's joy was wonderful and she sobbed aloud,
praising the Lord for answering the prayer of long years" (Hughes 1932:52).
The Hong Kong trip was a memorable one for the Bethel Band. Each of the band
members had come down with some physical problem earlier on, except Frank Ling, who
arrived much later. Philip Lee was the first to go down with malaria. Then Lincoln Nieh
had ear trouble. After that, John Sung lost his voice. And on the fourth day, Andrew Gih
himself got sick and had to stay in bed. Frank Ling came to relieve Andrew Gih toward
the end of the first week. Miraculously, all were totally healed before the week was over.
Philip Lee, John Sung's interpreter, who had been running a high fever, also recovered
(Hughes 1932:50).
Before the meetings were over, many of the sick were requesting prayer for
healing. Possibly, they had heard of the healing through Sung in Shandong Province.
Or, they could have been encouraged by the Band's miraculous restoration to health with
prayer. Those seeking prayer, about fifty in all, were gathered in a small room, where
Sung taught them first from the Bible about seeking healing from God. He told them
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three things were required of them, namely, confess their sins, pray, and have faith. John
Sung and Andrew Gih prayed for each seeking to be healed after all had knelt in
confession of sin. Gih reported that most who sought healing from various ailments were
healed and they testified to it in the evening service (Hughes 1932:51).
In Guangdong and Guangxi Provinces. After one week of ministry in Hong

Kong, the Bethel team went inland to two provinces, Guangdong and Guangxi, visiting
the cities of Guangzhou (Kwongchow), Wuzhou (Wuchow), Guixian (Kweichien, now
Guigangshi), Yulin, and Nanning. The trip inland was filled with unpleasant challenges
for John Sung. He had repeated conflicts with his teammates, despite the efforts to
reconcile their differences during their passage from Shanghai to Hong Kong. It was
especially so with Philip Lee, the Cantonese interpreter Sung relied heavily on. John
Sung rebuked Philip in Guangzhou for the latter's lack of cooperation, most likely in
interpreting. Sung later admitted he himself was at a low point and had felt that the
"Holy Spirit departed" from him when he was preaching earlier (Song 2006: 150).
Possibly because of this, the published diary contained little information throughout this
period.
On top of the differences, Sung faced resistance as well as criticisms from some
of the Christian leaders in Guangdong. In the city of Guangzhou especially, John Sung
seemed to be a persona non grata. Some influential Christian leaders in Guangzhou gave
the excuse that Sung's preaching style was objectionable. But the deeper reason was that
Sung was unabashedly critical of Modemism and would often hail condemnations against
missionaries and pastors who did not hold to the fundamental beliefs. The late Mr. Woo
Yan-tak (Wu Ende), a well-respected Christian leader of that era, provided important
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insights into the situation at hand. Mr. Woo, who grew up in Guangzhou and served
there and Hong Kong, understood the church scene well. He said that the city of
Guangzhou, where the liberal Union Seminary of Canton was located, was then a main
hub of theological Modernism in the region (Woo 2002:96, 102-103). The clash between
the leaders of the mainline denomination and John Sung was inevitable. It would
intensify during subsequent visits.

In contrast to Guangzhou, the Wuzhou visit was wonderfully different, though not
without any problem. After his first message, John Sung was told that some leaders did
not appreciate his pUlpit mannerism. There were suggestions that another speaker could
preach in John Sung's stead. Brushing such criticism aside, John Sung told Philip Lee,
his teammate, that they should ignore people's criticism (Song 2006:151).
Things changed the next day. John Sung preached with such great fervor that the
congregation was deeply touched. They were in tears confessing their sins, students as
well as the principal. For the locals, it was a stirring revival. Reportedly, Christians there
said the revival was "truly unprecedented;" but those outside the church thought of the
cries of confession were like people "in mourning," or who "were crazy" (Zhen-Guang
1932b:85-86). The report also detailed how Sung took his audience in systematic
understanding of the truth, detailing steps of a Christian's life in progression: repentance,
born again, justification, sanctification, and seeking the filling of the Holy Spirit. The
revival in Wuzhou was reported in the conservative magazine, the Moody Bible Institute

Monthly (1932:536). The magazine retold Sung's conversion story at Union Seminary,
his time in the mental asylum, and his current work with the Bethel Mission of Shanghai.
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John Sung revealed that he was dealt with on the night before leaving Wuzhou
(1967:27). In a dream, he found himself singing repeatedly a song based on John 15:5-6,
"Without Me, without Me, ye can do nothing. Cast forth, cast forth, cast forth as a
branch and burned. Without Me ye can do nothing" (Lyall 1956:94; Song 2006:151;
Sung 1967:27). John Sung said he could not stop weeping when he woke up in the
morning. He linked this to the Chinese character, "Wu," in Wuzhou, the city he was at,
which was made up of two characters, "tree" and "me." John Sung took it to mean "me
on the cross." He said it was a strong reminder that he should crucify himself daily in
order to bear much fruit for the Lord (Sung 1967:27). He would look back to this day as
a turning point of his tour and work in Southern China, which from this point on yielded
much fruit (Sung 1967:30).
In a roundabout way, the team returned to Guangzhou on April 26 after spending
three weeks in Guangxi Province. John Sung (1967:28) was at first excited on hearing an
opportunity to work amongst 3,000 students in Dongshan, hoping to impact the youth.
He was sorely disappointed as leaders there requested for Andrew Gih. Obviously in a
dejected mood, Sung confided to Frank Ling, "It's truly hard for the 'old self to remain
dead. It's such a test to work together when the devil could easily find a foothold. I have
to constantly deal with pride and jealousy as the Lord uses both him [Andrew Gih] and
me" (Song 2006:157).
John Sung finally revealed the real issue of the uneasiness within the team. Both
Andrew Gih and John Sung, gifted preachers in their own right, were being tested by
their own successes as well as each other's. They were being compared, both by others
and themselves. As they were tested by their own success, even assignment and
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distribution of preaching could become contentious. This problem would be
compounded by other elements and eventually brought a drastic change to what most
would imagine to be a perfect dream team.
From Hong Kong to Shantou. On May 1, 1932, John Sung, together with Philip
Lee and Frank Ling, went back for a return visit to Peniel Mission in Hong Kong. He
spoke at the Methodist church during the day and at the huge historic Union Church in
the evening. Although he was restricted by the host churches in offering altar calls or
praying loudly, Sung still preached the cross and told the audience, "The hope of China is
to carry the cross" (Hughes 1932:49). John Sung (1967:28-29) admitted he had to rein
himself in as he felt others were trying to dictate his preaching style, saying he needed to
learn the lesson of love and patience.
After their second visit to Hong Kong, the team went back to Guangzhou again.
John Sung was able to speak at one church for a week. Then, they went to Shantou for
another week of preaching ministry. When representatives of the organizing committee
welcomed the team at the dock, they were surprised when introduced to an unimpressive
Dr. Sung, thinking to themselves, "How could this country bumpkin have earned a
Ph.D.?" (P. Lam 1980).
The turnout for the first meeting was pitiable, with about thirty elderly people.
But the number of attendees kept on increasing in each of the subsequent meetings.
Many came wanting to see John Sung dramatize his messages, but they were soundly
convicted. Finally, on the last day, the meeting place was packed, all three levels. More
than a thousand attended, and nearly eight hundred were converted in that week (Sung
1995a: 118). Before Sung left Shantou, leaders from the Baptist and Presbyterian
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churches extended an invitation for him to return to lead a retreat as well as an
evangelistic rally.
Great revival in Fuzhou. From there, the team traveled to Fuzhou, capital city of
Fujian Province. The Band was split in two, as an invitation came requesting them to go
to Hinghwa, John Sung's hometown. The team decided that John Sung and Frank Ling
would stay in Fuzhou while the other three headed for Hinghwa and Sienyu.
In Fuzhou, the meetings were organized by the Fukien (Fujian) Christian Council

to be conducted in several churches throughout the city. The earlier attendance was
dismal. But soon, word spread about a Chinese preacher with a Ph.D. in science holding
meetings in town. By the third evening, the meeting place was fully packed. John Sung
preached against sin boldly, even pointing out the missionaries' lack of commitment to
bear the cross. Many leaders and students were strongly convicted of sins and made
confessions. John Sung (1967:30) said that hundreds accepted the altar call each day. He
also laid hands and prayed for many outside the meetings. A Methodist missionary
commented he had never seen the church so revived, something akin to the revival during
the time of John Wesley (Song 2006:159). Willard L. Beard, a Congregationalist
missionary and chair of the organizing committee of the Fuzhou meetings, wrote to
family members in America describing John Sung as a "veritable Billy Sunday on the
platform" (Beard 1932). Beard also marveled that the audience would all stay still
through the meetings which lasted two hours long or more and commented, "This does
not look as if Christianity was done for [in China]."
The great success in Fuzhou was also accompanied with strong oppositions. A
letter to John Sung warned, "Leave Foochow [Fuzhou] or we'll put you in jail" (Hughes
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1932:60). Besides warning letters, posters were put up. Even local newspapers were
involved in castigating John Sung as one who was corrupting young minds with
superstitious beliefs. Some even accused him of being a money swindler. On the
surface, the uproar arose out of the remaining vestige of the anti-Christian movement in
the 1920s, as discussed in Chapter 2. Looking deeper, one would notice traces of
Communist influence during this time, as Fuzhou was then a hotbed of Communistic
activities. The short-lived Fukien Revolt of 1933, which happened about a year and a
half after Sung's present visit, was an attempt to set up a Communist regime based in
Fuzhou (Hsu 1975:673). John Sung's success with the youth mounted a huge challenge
to the claims of Communism. According to Bethel Mission's report, many of the
thousand plus converted were young students "communistic in spirit" (Hughes 1932:60).
By all accounts, the Fuzhou visit was one of the highlights of John Sung's
preaching ministry in this tour of the southern provinces. Apparently, the attendance
each night topped one thousand for nearly a month straight, aside from the first couple of
days (The Missionary Review of the World [MR W] 1933b: 163).1 \3 That was despite the
torrential rain during most of the twenty-seven days that John Sung preached in Fuzhou.
Andrew Gih's team to the Hinghwa area also had a marvelous campaign. In John
Sung's home city, the revival was so great even high school principals and preachers
were among those fully repented of their sin and unbelief; many of these were Sung's
former colleagues (Song 2006: 161). The team sailed for Shanghai on June 24.
Bethel Conference and Bible School
When John Sung saw his baby girl back in Shanghai for the first time, she was
almost two months old! He named her Leviticus, as well as Tianzhen in Chinese. Again,
113

Hereafter cited as MR W.
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there would be little time for rest. The team got back just in time to get ready for the fifth
Bible Conference organized by the Bethel Mission.
Bethel Summer Conference was held from July 4 to 14, 1932. A record-breaking
number of more than fifteen hundred attended the conference (Hughes 1932:62). Ofthat
number, more than five hundred came from provinces all over China. In all, fifteen
provinces were represented, "from as far north as the Russian border of Manchuria, and
from the extreme south of Kwangsi [Guangxi]" (MRW 1933b:163).
Some of the cities and provinces most represented by the delegates were centers
recently visited by the Bethel Band. Out of Fuzhou alone, where John Sung had just
preached for a month, came more than one hundred delegates, many of whom were
students who paid their own way to Shanghai (Hughes 1932:60; Song 2006:162). The
featured speaker for the Bible Conference was Dr. John Thomas, an experienced
missionary pastor who had served in Korea, Japan, and America (Hughes 1932:62).
According to John Sung (Song 2006: 162), he led Bible exposition on the Gospel of John
and the book of Revelation. At the close of the conference, over 300 committed
themselves to engage in Christian evangelistic service (MRW 1933b:163).
After the conference, more than 120 delegates stayed for a three-week Short Term
Bible School. Andrew Gih and John Sung covered 16 books of the Bible. Classes were
conducted in the mornings and evenings. In the afternoon, preaching was held for all,
including invited guests (Hughes 1932:63).
Going Independent?
By this time, John Sung had been working with the Bethel Band for more than a
year. However, he had not officially joined the Bethel Mission. He revealed that he had
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pondered the possibility of working on his own. Partly, it was because the Band could
not accept his proposal of spending one month in each locale. John Sung must have
argued his case based on his Fuzhou experience where a rousing revival ensued during
the month he spent in that city. He concluded that a month-long ministry would be the
most effective in leading the people to Christian maturity (Sung 1967:31).
Another reason that John Sung struggled with was the Band's strict policy of
pooling all gifts received to the Mission, which in tum paid a steady salary for each of the
team members. By 1932, John Sung was so well-loved that monetary and material gifts
he received surpassed the monthly salary. In his own reasoning, he could better support
his parents if the gifts were not sent to the central fund of the Bethel Mission (Song
2006:163).
However, in the end, John Sung decided to join the Bethel Mission officially.
The main reason was because he had already established a strong rapport with his
colleagues. Another reason he cited was joining the organization now would avoid
misunderstanding by his colleagues that his motive for preaching was for financial gains
(Sung 1967:31).
Short Trip to Shantou
On August 29, John Sung together with Philip Lee and Lincoln Nieh left
Shanghai for Shantou in Guangdong Province. They were there for three weeks. The
meetings were conducted in three locations each day. At the request of the leaders, no
altar call was made (Hughes 1932:64). Instead, a prayer meeting was conducted in the
afternoon, where people came to the church to pray. It was reported that many made
sacrifices to their daily routine to attend the meetings, including some maids and day
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workers who took pay cuts in order to attend the meetings. Also noteworthy was the
formation of 104 preaching bands on the last day of the meetings (P. Lam 1980).
Revival in Hebei Province
John Sung returned to Shanghai for a short layover and went straight with the
Bethel Band to the North. The Band was in Baoding for slightly over two weeks.
According to a news report in The Chinese Recorder, the Baoding church that organized
the Bible Conference also invited and entertained more than 200 Chinese Christians and
missionaries from other parts of the province (CR 1932:787-788).
Andrew Gih and John Sung led Bible expositions, each taking one session every
day. Sung spoke strongly against sin, as usual. A missionary could not tolerate his
preaching style and requested Gih to take Sung's spot instead. John Sung said he humbly
took the criticism and understood it was God's way to help him learn patience and
humility (Song 2006: 167). When Sung thus humbled himself, he was able to speak with
great power again. He also spent much time in conducting personal interviews with those
seeking help in getting right with God. As a result, a report in The Chinese Recorder
commented, "The evidence of the Holy Spirit's working was a very deep, wide-spread
conviction of sin. Heart-searching brought to light many evil things that were thoroughly
renounced. Many things long tolerated by blunted consciences were suddenly seen to be
wrong. This was a humbling experience for many Christian leaders, but the result was
most joyous" (CR 1932:787).
Flames of revival in Beijing. The Bethel Band of Shanghai brought a big stir to
the church scene in Beijing. Rev. James P. Leynse of the North China Mission of the
Presbyterian Church made the initial contact in inviting the Bethel Band to lead an
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evangelistic campaign at his church. Leynse (1971: 199) mentioned that in bringing the
Bethel Band to Beijing, he was "instrumental in bringing about a city-wide spiritual
awakening, deeper than ever before experienced in the history of Peking."
The Bethel Band arrived in Beijing on October 11. The next day, the revival
meeting was held at the Presbyterian Church, scheduled to run for ten days. John Sung
preached twice each day, leading the morning Bible exposition and the evening revival
meetings. Andrew Gih took the afternoon sessions. Gih reported that, "He [John Sung]
did the digging and I led them step by step from repentance to the victorious life"
(Hughes 1931 :68).
Although the revival got off to a slow start with about 100 on the first day, the
attendance shot up to more than 700 very soon. Finally, there was only standing room in
the church, with many standing outside the door listening intently. Rev. Leynse was
most impressed with the way the Band conducted the meetings, in song leading, prayer,
and preaching. Leynse said, "It was so strange to us, reserved, formal, Presbyterians, to
see the church members as one body break out into public prayer and praise," but added
there were no "mystical experiences" and other expressions commonly associated with
Pentecostal practices (Hughes 1932:71). He also noted the orderly exposition of the
Bible with ample pictorial illustrations by the Bethel speakers (Leynse 1971: 199-200).
During the ten days at the Presbyterian Church in Beijing, there were impressive
numbers of confession, conversions, and restoration of faith (Hughes 1932:71). When
they were not preaching, the Band also held personal consultations with those seeking
prayer, needing confession, or accepting the gospel. Andrew Gih reported that the chief
of police was so convicted of his sins that he sought out John Sung together with his
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family (Hughes 1932:68; Gih 1938:34-35). After confession, the chief agreed to John
Sung's suggestion to donate the wrongly gained money to the poor in China; as well as
dedicating his house which was bought through fraudulence to the spreading of the
gospel.
At the close of the ten-day meetings, 92 preaching teams were fonned (Leynse
1971 :203). An elderly Chinese pastor said he had never seen such "deep and moving
spiritual manifestation" in his service of forty years (Hughes 1932:68; Leynse 1933:7172). Reportedly, James Leynse also said he had never seen such great a revival in his life
and that the one week ministry of the Bethel Band was more effective than many tens of
years ofa missionary's work (Song 2006:168). As a result of the Bethel Band's visit,
missionary James Leynse said, "Never before have we known of so many people going to
four meetings a day. Never before had we heard such inspiring congregational singing.
Never before have we seen our Church members so burdened with a passion for souls"
(Leynse 1933:71).
As news of the great revival in the Presbyterian Church traveled, an urgent
invitation came from the Asbury Methodist Episcopal Church in town. But the Band had
already scheduled to lead meetings in another city, Shunde (now Xingtaishi), in Hebei
Province about 400 kilometers (249 miles) away. John Sung himself was enticed to
remain in Beijing. He said he wanted to test the idea he had earlier that a revival ministry
would be more effective when it was carried out on a longer tenn than one week in a
particular city. They agreed to split the team into two, but to be fair, they drew lots to
decide whether Gih or Sung would stay in Beijing. It turned out that John Sung would.
While they were in Shunde, Andrew Gih led a marvelous revival (MR W 1933a:68).
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The Asbury Church, with a seating capacity of 1,200, was one of the largest in the
city. The church drew huge crowds twice a day (Hughes 1932:72). The week at the
Asbury Church brought the revival to a new height. More than seven hundred were
converted, many of whom were intellectuals. Nearly fifty evangelistic teams were also
formed at the end of the week.
One interesting episode during this time was Sung's confrontation with the
principal of a theological college. Apparently, ten seminarians from one school
approached John Sung, confessing they had lost their faith ever since they had attended
the seminary. Sung's counsel was that they should consider leaving that seminary. This
naturally prompted the principal to seek Sung out for clarification, to which the latter
answered, "If the students lose their faith in Christ while in your Seminary, you ought to
feel that something is wrong there. It's Satan's Seminary" (Hughes 1932:69).
After one week at Asbury Church, John Sung was invited by the Salvation Army
in Beijing to lead meetings at their central hall. John Sung focused on calling for
repentance and training the people for Christian service. Here, nearly three hundred were
converted. John Sung continued to meet the people for private meetings, leading them to
repentance and a stronger commitment in their Christian walk. Reportedly, those seeking
such private sessions with Sung numbered more than a thousand (Song 206: 169). One of
the Bethel Band members wrote back to Shanghai that, according to estimate, John Sung
personally knew of at least twenty thousand dollars being paid back for restitution during
the revival (Hughes 1932:60).
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On the fourth week, Sung concluded his Beijing ministry at the American Board
Mission Church. The church was centrally located, with a meeting hall that seated fifteen
hundred (Hughes 1932:72). Again, John Sung spoke to packed audiences every day.
As more people were converted or renewed in their faith, opposition to John
Sung's work was also mounting. First, a student agitator threatened to create a nuisance
against the preacher (Song 2006: 169). Then, an elder of the church was unhappy with
Sung"s repeated attack on sins. He probably thought that Sung was attacking him
publicly, as it was a common practice for Sung to detail sinful acts of church leaders and
ask them to repent. Apparently an influential person, the elder instigated a couple
hundred students to create havoc during the last meeting. But right at the hour of action,
the elder himself was nabbed by the police. It was learned later that he had embezzled
fifty thousand dollars from a disaster relief fund (Sung 1967:35).
John Sung spoke in Beijing for a total of thirty-two days. As a result, revival was
brought to churches across the city. One visible sign of the revival was the presence of
evangelistic teams that filled the streets of Beijing, with each team carrying a small
triangular shaped white flag with a red cross. According to Leynse, each band consisted
of three to five persons. He noted that, "The eagerness of the people to follow the banner
of the cross has been inspiring to behold. Dignified old gentlemen in silk and satin,
ladies affording chauffeur-driven motor-cars, boys and girls of the mission schools,
college students, and illiterate men of the back alleys all carried flags and banner in their
zealous determination to spread the Gospel" (Leynse 1933:71-72; 1971:200-201).
James Leynse (1971 :220-221) attested to the lasting result of the revival in
Beijing. He said of his formerly "cold and critical" church members, having been
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transformed, "became filled with a new fire." He commented, "For years afterwards their
ringing testimonials showed genuine manifestations of divine energy at work."
The ministry of the Bethel Band must have had a profound impact on Leynse
himself. In his retrospective years in retirement, Leynse said in his autobiography,
"Being instrumental in bringing the Bethel workers to Peking has been the outstanding
contribution of my missionary career" (Leynse 1971:201). Especially remarkable is the
fact that he said this nearly forty years afterwards and as one who had had a long
missionary career of twenty-nine years in China. No wonder Leynse described it as the
"great crowning revival" in his letter to the Bethel Mission (Hughes 1932:71).
One of the fruits of John Sung's Beijing visit was an eleven-year-old lad named
Thomas Wang Yongxin. Although he grew up in a Christian family, Thomas was
powerfully convicted by the Holy Spirit and answered to Sung's call to repentance. It
was during one of these meetings that he "repented and wept" before God. Many years
later, as a church and missionary statesman, Wang said, "All through these years,
whenever I think of the revival, a strong feeling of warmness would swell up inside of
me" (Wang 1962:4). Thomas Wang became a key leader in the Lausanne Committee for
World Evangelization, the AD2000 Movement, as well as the founding president of Great
Commission Center International.
At the close of the Beijing Meeting, John Sung decided to accept an invitation to
go to Tianjin instead of joining Andrew Gih in Shanxi Province. The work in Tianjin
was well received, although the church was smaller in size than those Sung had worked
with in Beijing. Again, repentance was emphasized, and many sought private
conversations after meetings. Sung preached at the Wesley Methodist Church of Tianjin
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for ten days. After that, he had an opportunity to work amongst students from three
different schools at the South Gate Methodist Church. He was most appreciated by the
young students, who readily pledged to pursue spiritual growth through prayer and Bible
study (Song 2006:171).
Escalating Tension Within the Team
After that, John Sung traveled via Beijing to Henan Province. He stayed in
Zhengzhou for about one week before heading back to Shanghai. Andrew Gih's team
was still working in rural Shanxi at that time. Apparently, the Bethel Mission leadership,
most likely Miss Jennie Hughes, expressed displeasure that Sung chose to stay in Tianjin,
a huge city, instead of joining his teammates in rural Shanxi. Single-mindedly, John
Sung retorted that his main concerns were sinful souls, not personal enjoyment. He
reasoned that by going to the larger cities, he could lead more sinners back to the fold!
This line of thinking obviously did not please his superiors, nor his colleagues.
John Sung realized that a rift existed between him and Andrew Gih. When the
latter returned to Shanghai, they must have some discussion on this issue. Sung looked
back and found that he had caused some of the misunderstanding. Specifically, he
prolonged his time in Beijing and then went over to Tianjin without clearer
communication with Andrew Gih, who supposedly was the leader of the Band. In
looking back, John Sung said he found Andrew Gih to be more caring for others' feelings
while he himself1acked such attentiveness (1967:36).
Notwithstanding the inner tension between the leaders, the Bethel Evangelistic
Band had accomplished great results in leading evangelistic rallies and revivals across the
country. By the end of 1932, Bethel Heart Throbs published impressive figures of the
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accomplishments of the Band: traveling a total of 54,823 Chinese miles [approximately
27,411 kilometers, or 17,032 miles], held 1,199 meetings in 13 provinces, preached to
425,980 individuals with 18,118 saved or sanctified (Hughes 1932:65).
To Shandong and Central China
In early February 1933, not long after the Chinese New Year, the Bethel Band

launched another campaign. The four-month trip would have the group going through
four provinces in northeast and central China. They first revisited Shandong, where the
Bethel Band had already built a reputation.
It soon appeared that the misunderstanding between Sung and Gih from the
previous year was not fully resolved. In order to avoid future problems, both agreed that
they would work together in all centers instead of splitting the team up in two. That way,
they thought, would ensure that both would have equal opportunity to serve. However,
the tense relationship continued to bother them throughout the trip. Sung became more
cautious, sometimes overly so. In trying to be "fair," Sung reasoned that he was "shortchanged."
In their first stop, linan, lohn Sung began to feel the toll of his internal struggles.

When he preached on February 5, he felt "spiritually dried" (Song 2006: 174). It was
only after dealing with his "old self' that he began to preach with convicting power. On
several occasions, he had to share and pray together with the other team members about
his struggles (Song 2006: 174-175).

lohn Sung's preaching continued to bring great impact in areas he visited. There
were a great number of conversions and confessions for sins during altar calls. This
happened in centers the Bethel Band visited all over Shandong: linan, lining, Huangxian,
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Dengzhou, Yantai (formerly Chefoo), and Gaomi. From Yantai (formerly Chefoo) came
a glowing report of the Bethel Band from Mrs. F. C. H. Dreyer, veteran missionary of
CIM (Dreyer 1933:496). Mrs. Dreyer was appreciative of the giftedness as well as the
effectiveness of the Band with the audience. She found herself concurring with another,
seemingly an elderly missionary, "It is wonderful to have been spared to see this,"
referring to the work of the Bethel Band.
Mrs. Dreyer mentioned an interesting outcome: conversion of a missionary's
wife. Dreyer (1933:496) described the woman as,
Coming to China just because her husband felt a call, life here grated on her, and
time did not improve matters. Things grew so serious that friends wondered how
they would end. When these Chinese evangelists came along and the Holy Spirit
began working in the hearts of people, this lady was also brought to the feet of her
Savior. In testifying of her experience afterwards she said in effect, "To think that
I was brought up in America where I could hear the most polished and refined
preachers and had to come to China to be converted through a towsley-headed
[tousley-headed] Chinese!
Most likely, the "tousley-headed Chinese" description was not a derogatory
remark. The speaker could well be referring to the trademarked "tousled-hair" of John
Sung, who usually kept a stock of hair over his partially covered forehead. One of his
admirers, Rev. John Su, even described it as the same style as Adolf Hitler's (Su 1961:3).
From Shandong, the Bethel Team traveled westward to the city of Kaifeng in
Henan Province. The team held two series of meetings here. The first was a weeklong
revival at the Baptist Church of Kaifeng. The church, described as "neither hot nor cold,"
was greatly stirred in experiencing an "unprecedented revival" (Zhen-Guang 1933:7071). The report also mentioned that within seven days, believers and non-believers,
preachers, students, and teachers all experienced the effect of the revival. Many
evangelistic teams were also formed.
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The second series in Kaifeng was started after the team made a short visit to
preach at the nearby Jixian. This time, it was a conference of the Free Methodist Mission
gathering, where more than 200 out-of-town pastors gathered for a Pastors Retreat. One
of the key leaders of the mission, Rev. James H. Taylor II, grandson and namesake of the
famed ClM founder, had close ties with the Bethel Mission. In fact, the Bethel Band was
hosted by Rev. Taylor during their stay in Kaifeng.
John Sung obviously felt at home with the Free Methodist group, as he mentioned
his cordial co-working with the leaders (1967:40). During prayer on the last day, all the
preachers and missionaries experienced a deep working of the Holy Spirit. Many leaders
rose to reconcile with their colleagues. Sung said that the prayer meeting lasted four
hours (1967:40).
In his parting message, John Sung preached on chapter 18 of Acts, where he

highlighted Paul's missionary method. He pointed out to the church leaders that the
Apostle Paul worked at a center for two to three years, then allowed the church to be selfdependent and left. He also encouraged the preachers to rededicate themselves to live a
life marked by holiness and to learn from the Apostle Peter's example in overcoming the
temptation of money (Song 2006: 180-181). His exhortation would have fallen on
sympathetic ears of the Free Methodists workers.
Not long after John Sung and his colleagues left Kaifeng, Dr. Jessie McDonald,
medical missionary with CIM, wrote home that "there is a great revival going on in
Kaifeng. We can all see it. Please join with us in thanksgiving for this and pray for
greater things in days to come" (McDonald 1933). A report in The Chinese Recorder
mentioned "Dr. Sung of Bethel Mission led evangelistic meetings" in Kaifeng, which

276

brought a deepening of the spiritual life of Christians as well as producing numerous
conversions (CR 1933:691). It also mentioned the organization of evangelistic bands,
which went out daily to witness and build up new believers.
John Sung and team traveled northward from Kaifeng, reaching Anyang City
(then Changteh), about 200 kilometers (124 miles) away in Henan Province. Sung
mentioned that there were a great number of missionaries with Modernist persuasion. He
wrote that he tried to point out to the missionaries with great sincerity that social work
without soul saving would be a waste of all missionary efforts (Song 2006: 181).
From Anyang City, the Bethel Band pushed northward still, reaching
Shijiazhuang in Hebei Province on April 19. Here, they ministered at the Shijiazhuang
Assembly of God (Lyall 1956: 108). John Sung opened his preaching series on the Holy
Spirit with an exposition on Acts 1:8. He focused on the importance of becoming
witnesses after one is filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. Interestingly, Sung said
while taking a nap on the second day, he dreamed that he was filled with the Holy Spirit
and spoke in tongues (Song 2006: 182).
A few days later, John Sung prayed for more than 100 people in the afternoon.
Reportedly, after Sung laid his hand on them, about three-quarters of the people began to
tremble violently and speak in tongues (Song 2006:183). Sung commented that only a
fully cleansed vessel can really be obedient to the Holy Spirit (1967:40).
Criticisms from a Pentecostal leader. Next, the team traveled westward to Shanxi
Province, whey they would work for slightly over a month from April 28 to May 31. The
first Shanxi city they visited was Taiyuan, the provincial capital. Sung reported that he
led many to confess their sins each afternoon. At the close of the meetings, more than
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four hundred were blessed. Among many who were revived and committed to witnessing
was the wife ofYan Xishan (Yen Hsi-Shan), the erstwhile warlord turned government
official in the Republic of China (Song 2006: 184).
Reportedly, a gentleman who was associated with the Assemblies of God (AOG)
was in the audience of more than seven hundred. Later, he wrote a critique article titled
"Preachers Who Do Not Understand Baptism of the Holy Spirit," which appeared on the
organ of the AOG, Shen-Zhao, Ecclesia, two months later (Wang 1933:12-24).
In the lengthy article, Mr. Wang criticized John Sung as one who knew little
about the biblical teaching on baptism of the Holy Spirit but yet taught and preached
much on the subject. The author began by commending John Sung's emphasis on
attacking sins and helping people come to the point of regeneration. What Mr. Wang
found disagreeable was Sung's insistence that baptism of the Holy Spirit would not
necessarily lead to tongue-speaking. Making the matter worse, Sung's playful mimicry
of tongue-speaking from the pulpit was deemed by Wang as blasphemous. The author
concluded that Sung was much like Apollos before meeting Priscilla and Aquila in the
book of Acts: full of knowledge but lacking real understanding. What was different
between John Sung and Apollos, according to the author, was that the latter learned the
truth in humility while Sung did not. Interestingly, that was how John Sung saw himself,
an Apollos, when he had an intense inner struggle in New York.
After Taiyuan, John Sung and his coworkers travelled to Pingding and Pingyao,
spending a week in each center. For the last leg of their campaign, the Bethel Band spent
one week in Hongtong, leading services at the biennial delegate conference of the CIM
field in Shansi. More than two hundred delegates came to attend the conference. One
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memorable sight was when more than seventy marched out from their seats to weep in
confession and rededicate their lives. All were leaders including missionaries, pastors,
and elders (Song 2006: 187).
Throughout the trip, John Sung was burdened when he came in contact with
missionaries with Modernist theology. These were the ones who refused to accept the
validity of the Old Testament and the divinity of Jesus. John Sung found himself desiring
to "convert" them. He sometimes even challenged the fruitfulness of their missionary
efforts in China.
The Band got back to Shanghai around June 1. Over the last four months, they
had led revival meetings in nineteen places. More than seven thousand had been blessed,
including those newly converted. More than twelve hundred committed their lives to
serve God and four hundred seventy-five evangelistic teams were established.
Bethel Conference and Bible School 1933
Very soon, it was the Bethel Summer Bible Conference again. This time, the
main speakers were Dr. French Oliver and Rev. Marcus Cheng. John Sung led Bible
exposition on the book of Daniel. Sung's parents also attended the conference, where the
elderly Pastor Song was asked to speak in at least one session. Before returning to
Hinghwa, the older Pastor Song gave his son some advice: he should be humble, love his
colleagues, be courteous, and care dearly for his loved ones (SongI995:144; 2006:191).
Surely the father was imparting words of wisdom, just as most Chinese parents would in
saying goodbyes to their young. However, could the wise pastor have picked up certain
signals from his son, his daughter-in-law, or possibly even from the Bethel leaders? For
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the list mentioned by the father was what John Sung had to deal with within the past few
months. The interesting thing was, Sung dutifully jotted these down in his diary!
After the Short Term Bible School was over in August, the Bethel Band went
down to Shantou in Guangdong Province for a brief visit. This time, only Andrew Gih,
Frank Ling, and John Sung made the trip. They were there for a ten-day revival and got
back just in time to leave for North and Central China.
Before leaving, however, there were some operational changes in the
organization. First, John Sung was instructed by leaders of Bethel to limit his own
articles submission to two per issue on the Guide to Holiness, for which he was still the
editor-in-chief. The second issue concerns equal share of speaking opportunities between
Andrew Gih and John Sung in their ministry trips. Sung was flabbergasted with these
stipulations, thinking that Jennie Hughes and Mary Stone discriminated against him in
favor of Andrew Gih (Sung 1967:44).
Setting off to Inner Mongolia
On September 7, 1933, the Bethel Band launched out to what would be their most
adventurous journey northward and then to central China. This trip would take them to
Inner Mongolia, about 1,900 kilometers (1,181 miles) away from Shanghai. As it turned
out, this would be the last of John Sung's preaching trips with the Bethel Band.
The first stop was Zhangjiakou (formerly Kalgan) in Hebei Province, which was
about 190 kilometers (120 miles) away from Beijing. The band was invited here nearly a
year ago when they were still in Beijing (Williams 1978). On the day they arrived,
September 10, John Sung specifically said he spoke in Mandarin Chinese that evening
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(Song 2006: 193). Apparently, he had taken up Mandarin lessons that past summer in
Shangh al.· 114
In Zhangjiakou, John Sung, Andrew Gih, and Frank Ling stayed at the home of
Rev. and Mrs. Horace S. Williams. John Sung was deeply touched and inspired by the
missionary couple. The Williams lived by faith and had no financial backing from home
or the mission board. They sometimes lived from day to day, even relying on Chinese
believers' timely supplies (Gih 1936:48-49). One morning, Sung woke up to see Rev.
Williams polishing shoes for him, Gih, and Ling. He knelt with Williams to pray in tears
(Sung 1967:44; Song 2006:194).
Horace Williams was impressed with John Sung as well. Williams (1978:2-3)
said that Sung was "a Spirit-filled preacher and it was an inspiration to listen to him. The
first time I heard him preach it was about Noah and the condition of those lost in the
flood. I can never forget the agony, as he was preaching with such pathos, of those who
at the last minute tried to get into the ark, and couldn't because God had shut the door."
Horace Williams described one of Sung's favorite sermons about the coffin,
For one of his messages he used a small coffin, 2 in. x 2 in. x 6 in. in size which
he had brought in a pocket of his Chinese gown. After selecting a passage of
Scripture dealing with sins, he would pull out the coffin and open it, taking out a
piece of cloth with the name of a certain sin written on it, such as stealing, lying,
adultery, etc. Then he would proceed to show that the coffin represented our
hearts, which had many sins which needed to be brought to the light and
cleansed." (Williams 1978:3)
Horace and Margaret Williams became good friends with Sung from then on.
Horace Williams would attest in 1978 that, "Margaret and I loved John Sung, and he

114 This is noteworthy, that John Sung specifically stated he preached in Mandarin at Zhangjiakou in
September of 1933. That means prior to this, he preached predominantly in English outside his hometown,
relying on others to interpret into Mandarin or other local dialects. Fortunately for him, each of the Bethel
Band members was fluent in English and Mandarin, as well as in at least one other Chinese dialect.

281
loved us" (Williams 1978:1). And from then on, the Williams kept up with and prayed
for John Sung's work in China and other parts of Asia.
After Zhangjiakou, the trio ventured westward into Inner Mongolia. The first stop
was Guihua (now Huhehaote City) about 350 kilometers (217 miles) away. There was a
gathering of regional leaders of CIM in town with nearly two hundred delegates, who
also attended meetings led by Andrew Gih and John Sung. Sung reported that in one
prayer meeting, the people "discovered Pentecost," some even spoke in tongues (Song
2006:195).
However, it was also during this time that the rift between him and Andrew Gih
grew worse. The situation was such that Sung felt spiritually dried, even when he stood
to preach his first message (Song 2006: 195). Apparently, the two might have had some
lengthy discussions during the train ride from Zhangjiakou, which ended on a sour note.
According to Sung, the tense relationship already affected their ministry adversely
because of the lack of unity within the team (1967:44). There seemed to be too many
misunderstandings that were difficult to disentangle at this point. Although Sung sensed
a grim foreboding that his time with the Bethel Band might be numbered, he still held out
hope that things might tum around. He even reasoned that as long as he kept admitting
his own faults, there should not be any trouble working with others. Tried as he did,
Sung carried the weight of this unresolved issue from now on.
More than two weeks later, after leading many to repentance through confessing
their sins, Sung prayed, "0 Lord, help me not to focus on others' faults, nor to dwell on
them. Help me instead to look on their strengths. Pray, let no one stumble, even by the
slightest of my action" (Song 2006: 197).
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For the next two weeks, the team went on through Baotou (formerly
Paotowcheng) and Salaqi (formerly Saratsi), which was their farthest reach into Inner
Mongolia. Great results of many conversions and renewal of faith were reported in these
two faraway centers. They then turned around to head for Beijing for a two-day layover
and then off to lead the Bible Conference at Baoding. The conference was planned since
the Bethel Band's visit last year. This time, it was well attended. As agreed, there were
four main sessions daily, with Gih and Sung each leading two sessions every day.
The next engagement was at Zhangde (formerly Changteh) in Henan on October
20. The response this time was overwhelming compared to the last visit. More than a
thousand attended the tent meetings. Reportedly, when John Sung (1967:47) saw that the
majority of the attendees were women and young children, he suggested reducing the
number of meetings to three times a day. He also suggested he would speak twice and
Andrew Gih once. Apparently, the latter reluctantly agreed. It turned out that many were
greatly blessed in the meetings (Sung 1967:47; Song 2006:198).
Next, the team headed for Changsha in Hunan Province. On the way, John and
Andrew had a chance to talk privately. Allegedly, the latter confronted John on his
shortcomings, including an unforgiving spirit, the tendency to focus on self rather than
team, and the practice of keeping big item gifts rather than pooling them to the Bethel
Mission (Song 2006: 199). Sung explained that part of the misunderstanding happened
when a person who appreciated his ministry sent $340 to Sung's father in Hinghwa.
Although Sung said he neither encouraged nor provided an address to the generous giver,
his explanation could hardly erase suspicion of his involvement. For one, Sung himself
had been unhappy that all personal gifts must be "surrendered" to the Bethel pool.
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However, on the other points, John Sung admitted his weakness in wanting more ministry
opportunities, thus leading to many of his shortcomings. For these, he was remorseful
and sought forgiveness from Andrew. Both of them and Frank were able to pray together
afterwards. The relationship seemed to be restored, at least on the surface. Deeper issues
remained.
The work in Changsha turned out to be a new height after the long arduous trip in
north China, especially after the internal strives of the Band. While here, he was hosted
by Rev. Marcus Cheng (Chen Chonggui).115 Rev. Cheng was the principal of the Hunan
Bible Institute, which was patterned after the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (BIOLA).
Here, John Sung was invited to a joint rally for students from various schools. On the
first evening, more than three hundred were converted out of nearly a thousand (Sung
1967:48). More people came, and soon, the hall was packed beyond its capacity.
Around the close of the Changsha meetings during the second week of November,
Jennie Hughes telephoned, asking Andrew Gih to return to Shanghai immediately.
According to Sung, Andrew made a commitment to him to continue working together
even though Hughes had intended to reorganize the Bethel Band (1967:48). John Sung
and Frank Ling remained in Hunan Province, as the Band had previously committed to
visit two other centers.
Dismissed. John Sung received a letter from Jennie Hughes on November 20
(Song 2006:201). Miss Hughes informed Sung that she had already dissolved the Bethel
Band since she got word that Sung was leaving the Mission to pastor a Beijing church.

lIS Chen Chonggui, 1884-1964, more popularly known in the West as Marcus Cheng, was a Bible teacher
and evangelist. He taught at Hunan Bible Institute ofChangsha from 1929 to 1937. In 1944, he helped to
launch and head the Chungking Theological School in Chongqing under the auspices ofCIM (Cheng
1947:114-16; Bays 1999:314: Fernandez 2001:28).
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Further, the newly formed and renamed "World Band" would have Andrew Gih as
leader. Thus, Sung was asked to return to Shanghai as soon as possible in order to move
his family and belongings out of the mission compound (Song 2006:201; Hughes
1933:33). Although John Sung might have had premonition of this outcome, he was
distressed by the news. He could hardly fall asleep that night (Song 2006:202). Looking
back at that time, Sung said he did not know what to do next and was also worried how
and where to move the family to at such short notice (Sung 1967:49). Frank Ling
disclosed later that Sung asked him to band together as a team, since both were from the
same province, Fujian. In 1973, Frank Ling said, "God did not allow me to make this
decision because I knew I was not as strong in spirit, in self-denial, in sacrifice, purity,
and in faithfulness as God's servant, Dr. Sung" (Schubert 1976:11).
Although he had been officially dismissed, John Sung still had to visit one last
city before he could return to Shanghai. It was in Hengyang, Hunan province, that John
Sung represented Bethel Mission for the final time. It appeared that John Sung preached
powerfully despite his personal turmoil. Nightly, there were a thousand people attending
the meetings. Out of that week, nearly four hundred were converted (Zhen-Guang
1934:62-63).
Rev. J. R. Wilson of the Church Missionary Society was present in the Hengyang
meetings and wrote glowingly about John Sung's ministry. He said that John Sung
brought to the people a "great gale of reviving power from God Himself' (Lyall
1956:118). Rev. Wilson went further to describe what he saw in Sung's meetings,
For a whole week, twice a day, for two or more hours at each meeting, he poured
out a living stream of searching Bible teaching, agonized prayer and ecstatic
praise, all intensified by vivid acting, scathing sarcasm and exuberant humor. His
physical antics were astonishing. He leapt about the platform, he dashed off point
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after point on the blackboard, he made lessons stand out vividly with lightning
sketches in chalk, he acted humorously, grotesquely even, to make a story live, he
prayed with a fervor that seemed to pour out life itself and then, as a climax, when
his message had been delivered, he would be transported with joy and glory for a
full half-hour, while he carried us along on wave after wave of devotion and
praise. (Lyall 1956: 118)
When John Sung looked backed in 1938 to the Hengyang visit, he said he had to
commit all his burdens and anxieties to God so that he could concentrate on the preaching
(Sung 1967:49). From Wilson's description above, it appeared that Sung had overcome
his personal problems to allow God to lay hold of him.
Coincidentally, the Hengyang meetings ended on November 28. John Sung
recalled that it was on the exact day three years ago that he left Hinghwa for the outside
world. He realized what happened must have come from God (Song 2006:203). Not
long after, Sung's missionary friend William E. Schubert wrote to encourage him and
said that in God's guidance, Sung had now passed from the "door" stage and entered into
the "dove" stage, referring to the ministry periods God revealed to John Sung (Song
2006:204).
Sung arrived back in Shanghai on December 2. He went about securing an
apartment and moved his family out of the Bethel compound on December 5, 1933.
Before leaving, John Sung told his wife they should remain silent through this and not to
fight over what had happened. In the end, Frank Ling was the only one sent by Hughes
to accompany Sung and his family to the car. There was no formal send off. John
Sung's name was just dropped from all publications. In fact, the 1933 Bethel Heart
Throbs issue did not make any mention of John Sung's departure. His name came up as
an aside mention, but glaringly absent when the work of the Bethel Band was discussed.

It was certainly a big contrast to the same publication of the past two years.
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Persecution Motif in John Sung's Life
There was a recurring motif in John Sung's life: persecution, or "perceived"
persecution. As much as he claimed the time at Bloomingdale Hospital to be his
important training for ministry, Sung never did quite get over the perceived malicious
intent of Union Seminary for putting him there. Then in Hinghwa, threats from the Party
Bureau instigated his resignation as teacher, so he had to focus on ministry. Likewise,
now at Bethel Mission, he was asked to leave. However, through each of these
"persecutions," John Sung went through further training and widening of his ministry.
John Sung was deeply hurt when he was asked to leave Bethel. He found it most
unacceptable when Jennie Hughes "confiscated" personal letters sent to him, including
his family correspondences. In one of his subsequent sermons, Sung referred to Bethel as
"that incomprehensible organization," with a sense that what was done to him was
unreasonable. However, he failed to grasp the significance of his association with the
Bethel Mission. Andrew Gih appropriately described his association with John Sung for
nearly three years as beneficial for both of them (Gih 1963: 10).
What John Sung Gained from the Bethel Mission
John Sung gained much from his association with the Bethel Mission, although
his relationship with some of the leaders came to an unpleasant end. In fact, his meteoric
rise on the national scene could hardly have come about ifhe had set out solo in 1931.
First of all, the Bethel Mission of Shanghai provided an established network that helped
to propel the Bethel Band to the limelight. By the 1930s, Bethel as a mission
organization had already gained respectability, both in China and in the West. Its twin
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emphases of tending to salvation of souls and healing of physical ailments were

· Ch'mao 116
unsurpassed m
Dr. Stone had also established herself as an able evangelist, reportedly spending
more energy in evangelism than in her medical practices since 1925 (Boorman, Howard,
and Cheng 1967:129). Furthermore, Jennie Hughes and Mary Stone were key members
in the World-Wide Revival Prayer Movement with Henry and Grace Woods (Woods
1927). The movement provided spiritual support as well as an extensive network by
virtue of the widely distributed newsletters published by the Woodses (Carpenter
1999: 119-120). The receptivity of the Bethel Band could only be enhanced by such a
well-established network.
Secondly, the Bethel Band as a team brought a well-orchestrated and attractive
program to the meetings. The Bethel musicians were already well trained and came with
great versatility. Philip Lee, for example, played several instruments masterfully,
including keyboards, winds, strings, and even the musical saw (Gih 1963:11). All the
members were also seasoned masters of ceremony who could control a crowd of any size
at ease. On top of that, the team helped to remedy Sung's language handicap, especially
when he first came on to the national scene. In 1931, Sung still could not preach in
Mandarin nor any other dialect outside his hometown. Each of the other four members
could interpret for Sung into a local dialect or Mandarin. Sung certainly could not have
ministered as effectively across much of China without his teammates' help.

116 By 1931, Bethel Mission of Shanghai had already established a hospital, a nurses training school,
elementary and high schools, orphanage, Bible School, as well as engagement in evangelistic works.
During the period of 1920 to 1937, Bethel nurses' training program was one of the best-known in China
(Boorman, Howard, and Cheng 1967:130).
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Thirdly, John Sung benefited from the wonderful environment oflearning in a
tight-knit community. Since Sung did not have the benefit of formal theological training,
his association with Andrew Gih and the Bethel Mission helped shaped him
theologically, especially in the Wesleyan holiness tradition. Sung certainly enjoyed the
camaraderie existed within the team. They agonized and prayed earnestly together and
labored side by side through all the challenging situations, including once when one of
them was arrested in Northeast China (Gih 1938:19). In many instances, they even
challenged and confronted each other, critiquing one another's platform ministries.
According to Gih (1963: 10), Sung's earlier messages mostly centered around "marvelous
mysteries" Sung himself had discovered in the Bible which were little understood by
others. The Bethel workers, however, had already developed a set pattern in their
preaching, which was a series messages leading the listeners from the basic teaching on
sin and repentance to Christian service and witnessing (Gih 1963:76-77). Sung kept to
the same sequence pretty much throughout his public ministry.
Another huge benefit that the Bethel Mission offered was its established
publishing ministry, which included monthly and annual publications, besides the
publication of other Christian literature. For example, the higher visibility of John Sung
in the 1931 and 1932 Bethel Heart Throbs certainly endeared him to the regular readers
of the publication. The first printing of John Sung's biography by the Mission was an
important publicity tool.
What Bethel Mission Gained from John Sung
After John Sung led a revival at Bethel Mission in spring of 1931, the leaders
incorporated some of the preacher's suggestions into their own work. These were what
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Sung gleaned from his experience in Hinghwa. Reported in the Bethel Heart Throbs in
1931, these four features were: "1. The Watch Tower, 2. Evangelistic Bands, composed
of new converts, 3. Bible Classes, 4. Family Altars" (Hughes 1931:41).
The 1933 Chinese Christian Yearbook highlighted the Bethel Evangelistic Band's
extensive work from 1931 to 1933 (Cui 1983:43). The author made specific mention that
everywhere they went, the Bethel Band promoted these four aspects of work in each
church they visited. What was implicit in the features was the importance of getting the
"laity" involved in leadership and church ministries. John Sung had learned from his
Hinghwa years that the traditional model of having the pastors carry out all ministries
would not work. The Bethel Band was popularizing the importance of mobilizing the
"lay people" to be involved in the work of the evangelist, with a primary focus on
evangelism and prayer.
Apparently appreciative of John Sung's contribution, Jennie Hughes broke into
exuberant praise of what Sung had brought to Bethel,
We know why God has given us a year of almost continual revivals. We know
why the Bible School is three times as large as it was before. We know why the
nurses are meeting between their classes in groups to pray for unsaved patients.
We know why we have received from the Band as they have gone out to the far
distant Provinces to preach, such telegrams as, "Pentecost repeated," and
"Unparalleled victory," or "A reconciliation revival!" In the room set apart as a
Watch Tower at Bethel, someone is in there praying from early morning until late
at night. (Hughes 1931 :41-42)
When the Bethel Band left Beijing after a month-long campaign, church leaders
formed committees to carry out follow-up work. Missionary James Leynse noted that,
"Volunteer workers" are "preaching the word." Bible classes and volunteer leaders study
groups have been formed. The "watch tower," a prayer[-]room in the back of our
Church, is occupied for ten hours of each day. Special weekly prayer and report
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meetings are arranged for. Cottage meetings have been started and "family-altars
established" (Leynse 1933:73).
Describing the effectiveness of the Bethel Band, Paul R. Abbott reported,
"Bloodthirsty bandits, rapacious officials, overbearing soldiers, anarchistic
students, dishonest servants, Communists, polygamists, sedate scholars,
hardheaders, businessmen, rickshaw coolies, beggars, men and women, young
and old, city-dwellers and country folks, were moved to confess and forsake sin,
and to make reparation and restitution. In Peiping a total amount of more than
twenty thousand dollars conscience money were returned." (Abbott 1934: 178)
Although Jennie Hughes and John Sung did not much like the other by the end of
1933, they shared many similar personality traits. Both were headstrong and found no
reservation to confront when he or she felt something was not right.
Years after Sung's death, Andrew Gih commented on Sung's association with the
fledgling Bethel Band. "Dr. Sung greatly strengthened the Band; while the Band opened
up doors of ministry for Dr. Sung" (Gih 1963:10). The success of the Bethel Worldwide
Evangelistic Band under Sung and Gih caught the attention of eminent church historian,
Kenneth S. Latourette, who briefly recorded the Band's successful work in his
monumental work A History of the Expansion of Christianity, first published in 1934
(Latourette 1945 :355).
Summary
Some of the important turning points in John Sung's life came as results of his
being in the right place at the right time. In New York, his so called "born again"
experience happened when his life crossed paths with personalities of opposing
backgrounds. He returned to Hinghwa at the end of 1927 when there was a window of
peace.
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As was in New York and Hinghwa, John Sung's work at Bethel was precision
timed. He visited and spoke at the Bethel Tabernacle only two weeks before the
consecration of the Bethel World Wide Evangelistic Band. Then, in Nanchang, he found
the secret of revival through William E. Schubert's passionate prayer. In fact, it was after
Sung was himself personally revived that he went on tour with the Bethel Band. And of
all places, the first visit was Qingdao, right at the start of the Shandong revival. It was
also there that John Sung came into personal contact with Pentecostalism, when he had to
interact and think through Pentecostalism through the grids of his own study of the Bible.
Also perfectly timed was the Bethel Band's visit to Manchuria in the autumn of
1931. They were at the eye of the storm when the Mukden Incident erupted on
September 18, 1931. It appeared that the hearts of the people were ready for a revival to
be kindled even before the Mukden railway was dynamited. Then on January 28, 1932,
John Sung again was there in Shanghai before and during the Japanese attacks.
The question to ask at this point, was John Sung's departure from the Bethel
Mission also perfectly timed?

Chapter 5

Expanding Ministry In and Outside of China

The time was ripe for John Sung's ministry to soar. In the previous chapter, we
saw his transfonnation from a young countryside preacher to a countrywide evangelist.
He had travelled to 18 provinces in China within three years (Sung n.d.:22). This section
will discuss Sung's continued growth as a Christian worker and the further extending of
his ministry impact. It will cover the periods from 1934 through 1944.

The Dove Period: Time to Soar (1934-1936)
John Sung soared during the Dove period, which was also a time of widespread
revival throughout China. Having left the Bethel Mission, he was able to do freely what
he was originally called.
"Crazy" for the Salvation of All China
John Sung fretted about the future when he received the tennination letter but his
worries soon dissipated. He started preaching within a week, with successive invitations
from four Shanghai churches. He had only one day of rest before leaving for his solo
evangelistic tour on January 10, 1934. 117 During that time, he asked God for two
confinnations as signs to enter into an independent itinerant ministry: ministry invitations
from five provinces and provision for travel expenses (Song 2006:206). Incredibly, Sung
did not ask for provision for his wife and two daughters, who were forced out from the
Bethel compound with him. One cannot help but think back to what Sung told his new
117 For 31 consecutive days from December 9, 1933 to January 9, 1934, with possibly a one-day break,
John Sung led revival meetings in the following churches: 8 days in Loh Ang Tang (Joyful Peace Fuzhou
Church); 13 days in Fitch Memorial Presbyterian Church; 3 days in Allen Memorial Church; and 7 days in
South Gate Pure Heart Presbyterian Church (Ridout 1934:2).
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wife in 1928, she must be willing to sacrifice in marrying him. Most likely, John might
have reasoned that as long he had preaching invitation, he would surely receive honoraria
and gifts. However, the fact remained; he did not mention his family in this important
petition.
Soon, Sung's prayer was answered. In seven days, he had received sufficient
funds for travel and had lined up a straight schedule that covered five provinces along the
eastern part of China. These included Jiangsu, Anhui, Shandong, Hebei, and Zhejiang
Provinces. He selected cities along the main rail system. The schedule was lined up in
such a way that his only leisure time was during his travel.
On January 1, 1935, he asked for 100,000 souls. What made Sung so singleminded in his mission? Sung's passion was most evident in the closing remark of one of
his many letters to Rev. William Schubert. "You know that I labor without the aid of
anybody but our Lord. He is now my backer, helper, and supporter. I left my wife and
two daughters in a small apartment in Shanghai. I am just crazy for the salvation of all
China. After May 13 I may go back to Shanghai for rest. The Lord is coming soon. And
we must hurry" (Ridout 1934:2).118
Schubert (1934:4) informed his newsletter readers that Sung sought to enlarge a
great campaign throughout China. Sung also prayed for "a new headquarters and an
American coworker." It was not clear why Sung asked for an American coworker. Was
he perhaps extending a "veiled invitation" to Schubert as a potential coworker? Neither
man explained why Sung made the request.
118 Ridout published the account based on William E. Schubert's self-published newsletter, Revival News.
The newsletter seemed to be published mainly for American readers and sent to Schubert's own mailing
list. From 1934 onwards, Schubert reported John Sung's ministry update, sometimes printing Sung's letter
in full. Although John Sung only requested his friend to ask for prayer support, Schubert however saw it
fitting to also appeal for financial support (see Schubert 1934:4).
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First Solo Trip to Central and North China
First, John Sung visited Zhenjiang in Jiangsu Province and Suzhou (then
Nansuchow) in Anhui Province. In the latter city, he stayed with Pastor Sheng Xi'an.
The pastor's son, Luke, recalled his first impression: John Sung was unimpressive in
appearance, unpolished in speech, and had an unusual way of preaching, swaying and
jumping from side to side on the pulpit. However, the youngster was impressed and had
vivid memory of Sung asking for his help. Sung asked Luke to make a ball of clay as an
object lesson in his sermon. During the service, Sung demonstrated the difference
between a worldly Christian and a devoted one. He picked up the clay ball and suddenly
threw it down in front of a surprised audience. It immediately smashed into pieces. The
worldly person, Sung said, is like the clay ball blown into pieces when persecutions hit.
Then he got out a regular ball, which bounced up high when thrown to the floor. A
devoted Christian must be full of the Spirit just as the ball is filled with air. The stronger
the persecution, the higher the committed Christians would bounce up, instead of being
smashed into pieces (Song 1995: 159).
Speaks in tongues. John Sung travelled north to work in six cities in Shandong
Province: linan, Linyi, Weixian (now Weifang), Pingdu, Qingdao, and Yantai (Chefoo).
He had visited some of these centers multiple times before. It was in this province Sung
first encountered Pentecostalism. Like before, Sung dealt with the issues of tongues and
visions. He told a group that he did not oppose Pentecostal practices such as tongues, but
cautioned that sign gifts (gifts of manifestation) were secondary to love, which is the
greatest gift of all (Song 2006:209).
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Interestingly, it was in Qingdao that John Sung said he prayed in tongues
unconsciously during one of his morning prayers (Song 2006:211). Here we note two
things. First, most of the rarely reported Pentecostal-type experiences of Sung happened
when he was in areas with strong Pentecostal influence. Second, it was also in these
areas that those prayed for by him exhibited intense responses such as being slain of the
spirit, tongues, visions, and trembling. If such is the case, how does one account for
these phenomena theologically? Further research might be needed on this.
In a June letter, John Sung reported that, "This [work in Qingdao] is the greatest
revival ever seen in my life" (Schubert 1934:2). He highlighted the great number of
healings, hundreds praying through the night, as well as many who were "filled with the
Holy Spirit" every day of the week.
After Shandong, John Sung visited three other cities before returning to Shanghai
in mid-May. He had arranged to end the trip by visiting three large cities, namely
Tianjin, Beijing, and Hangzhou. What he did not expect was the strong opposition that
came from the first of these cities.
Encounters with Modernists. When he arrived in Tianjin, Sung learned that the
pastor of the Wesley Methodist Church refused the use of its premise to hold Sung's
meetings. Sung did not specify what might have prompted the refusal. Obviously, the
area pastors and leaders did not like him. Sung told his missionary friend William
Schubert about this "greatest battle," that "five [MJodernistic churches united to close
their doors against my evangelistic campaign; the mission schools prohibited the students
from coming to the meetings" (Schubert 1934:2). A clue might be found in Sung's
previous ministry here a year and a half ago. In his diary entry from November 23, 1932,
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Sung gave a summary statement that he preached about the urgency for the church in
China to be independent, stressing self-support and freedom from her dependency on
foreign missions (Song 2006: 171). He was also most vehement in his denouncing of
Modernism. Could he have said something caustic that offended the missionaries?
Reports about Sung from this time showed he had become more vocal in attacking church
leaders and missionaries from the pulpit, especially those who did not hold to a
conservative theology (Smith 1935; Moncrieff 1935).
Although the local organizers soon found a private hall as a replacement, the
initial turnout was greatly affected. John Sung was offended, as he wanted to leave for
Beijing hastily when only 400 attended meetings after one week there. He obviously
relented, as it was recorded in the diary. He also reminded himself in his diary that he
should preach on the truth and not make direct personal attacks from the pulpit (Song
2006:213).
Out of this unhappy episode, an idea began to ferment. Those impacted by
Sung's ministry wanted to build a meeting place in Tianjin. This would allow them the
freedom to conduct meetings and other gospel-related work. Money and jewelry were
collected to prepare for the building project. John Sung supported the idea but reminded
those supportive of the building to make all efforts to maintain unity with other churches
(Song 2006:213). In the same speech, Sung reminded the people they were not to
establish a new church.
It appeared that only one other center Sung preached in attempted something
similar. Under the surface, it reflects the Fundamentalist-Modernist split that already
caused dissension within the church.
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What happened in Tianjin was but a precursor to Sung's escalating conflicts with
Modernist leaders. In Hangzhou, Sung went on the offensive. When he heard that
Sherwood Eddy was scheduled to lead meetings in the same city, he passionately asked
his audience to boycott the Eddy meetings (Smith 1935:105; Song 2006:215). Sung
claimed that Eddy was a Modernist and Christians must not be deceived by the poison of
theological Modernism. 119 Perhaps a message Sung preached a few months later in
February of 1935 can shed light on what he might have said in Hangzhou (Sung n.d.:77).
In the sennon titled "Beware of False Prophets," John Sung told his audience,

There are pastors in our churches today who refuse to believe in the existence of
heaven and hell, the precious blood of Jesus, the Bible, the Books of Genesis and
Revelation. Some of these teach in seminaries, some are church leaders. 0, you
should beware of these false prophets who were manipulated by the Devil. Open
wide your eyes, beware of those who refuse to believe, these Modernists and
theological Liberals. 80% of the newly arrived missionaries belong to this group
who do not subscribe to the authority of the Bible. (Sung n.d.:77)
The strong denunciation certainly stirred up a great stonn, for the Eddy meetings
were planned under the sponsorship of the National Christian Council of China.
Revival in Shanghai and Huzhou. John Sung got back to Shanghai just in time for
the city-wide revival meetings. More than 1,800 packed the church. Another 95
preaching bands were added. During this time, Sung received a special guest. Andrew
Gih came and reportedly asked Sung to reconsider working together (Song 2006:216).
No detail was given about the friendly gesture in the published diary. This appeared to
be the last meeting of the two former colleagues. It was not clear if this might have been

119 Sung was not the only one denouncing Eddy, though his might have been the most vocal. Pastor Wang
Mingdao's translated article, "Is Dr. George Sherwood Eddy an Evangelist?" appeared in The China's
Fundamentalist, an English publication (Wang 1935). Incidentally, Sung met Wang briefly at a railway
interchange on his way to Hangzhou where he denounced Eddy. After Wang and Sung parted, Sung said he
read Wang's published writings (Song 2006:214). Though no specific was given, he could well be reading
the same article about Eddy. Incidentally, William Schubert, Sung's confidante, was also an avid
contributor to the same magazine that published Wang's translated article.
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a courtesy call; or Andrew Gih might have been sent by the Bethel leadership. By this
time, Sung already had over seventy invitations in his hand. There was no compelling
reason for him to return to Bethel's fold or to even work together with Andrew Gih.
John Sung held two more campaigns in Huzhou and Shanghai for most of June.
Both campaigns were greatly successful. Then offhe went to Hangzhou for the July 4 to
18 Bible Conference.
First Bible Conference 1934
John Sung scheduled a Bible Conference of his own in Hangzhou from July 4 to
18, 1934. The dates, however, collided with the annual Bethel Summer Bible
Conference. It was possible that Sung was intentional in setting up the dates to clash
with the annual event organized by the Bethel Missions. If so, it reveals one of John
Sung's weaknesses of allowing his anger to take better control ofhim.120 Underlying, it
could be his pride, or simply his need for recognition. There might even be a tinge of his
sense of inferiority, as he could have compared his weak points against some of Andrew
Gih's strengths. While he was with Bethel, Sung had claimed he was the main draw of
delegates attending Bethel's last three Summer Conferences, but his contribution was not
acknowledged. On the other hand, this weakness in Sung might also be one of the
driving forces in his life and a contributing factor to his great achievements.
John Sung told Schubert that "many received the second blessings of
sanctification" in the Summer Bible Conference, and these "sanctified workers will have
a lasting influence on the national revival" (Schubert 1934:4). Sung also mentioned that
he would hold a similar conference the following year.
120 In 1937, John Sung told his Fuzhou audience that the Bethel Mission sent out circulars to inform
churches that Sung have defrauded thousands of dollars. He said, "I could only kept my silence and wept,
asking God to prove my innocence" (l937b:188).
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Great Revivals in Fujianese Speaking Areas
John Sung's solo ministry reached a new height in the fall of 1934. In three
months, from the end of August to mid-November, he would hold meetings in six Min
Dialect speaking cities: Shantou

121

,

Fuzhou, Hui-an, Quanzhou, Zhangzhou, and Xiamen.

These were cities most receptive to John Sung's ministries, also most visited by the
evangelist. Could it be that they saw in Sung one of their own, a Fujianese, or was it
something else?
On the national scene, it was an intense period of unrest due to the ongoing civil
war between the Nationalist and the Communist armies. By the fall of 1934, the
Communist forces had mostly been confined to their base in Ruijin within Jiangxi
Province. When the Nationalist army began to surround the Communist camps in an
effort to root out the latter, the Communist leaders led an escape retreat from Jiangxi
Province westward, passing through Yunnan Province before reaching Shaanxi in the
north about a year later. This escape was known as the "Long March," which started on
October 15, 1934 (Hsu 1975:674). The residents in Fujian would likely feel the tension
as Ruijin, Jiangxi is near the northern border of Fujian Province.
John Sung led meetings for 12 days in Shantou (1967:56). He spoke at several
locations during the day and at the Bethel Church in the evening. The church was packed
in the evening services, with an audience that swelled to 2,800 (Sung 1967:56; Song
1995: 169). Amusingly, Sung said he laid hand and prayed for 1,189 people, matching
the number of chapters in the Bible. Here, one should notice the meticulous details Sung
jotted in his journal; just as well, his ability to see connections in amazing way. Some of

121 The people in Shantou speak a dialect with close affinity to those spoken in Fujian, although
geographically it is under the jurisdiction of the Guangdong Province.
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these could be amusing, but others might be far-fetched, especially when he applied it to
his exposition of the Bible.
More moving power. After Shantou, John Sung worked for twenty days in
Fuzhou. Here again the response was great as before. At the end, nearly four hundred
dedicated themselves to serve God, and 110 evangelistic bands were formed (Song
2006:222).
Yu Yucheng, Mrs. John Sung's nephew who was a member of Sung's traveling
evangelistic school in Hinghwa, was then a theological student in Fuzhou. According to
Yu, John advised him, "You must concentrate and do well in your studies. Also, pay
special attention to the practice of prayer" (Yu 2003). Yu saw an obvious difference in
Sung's preaching than his Hinghwa days. Yu commented there were now "more
movements," and definitely "much more moving power" (Yu 2003).
After the Fuzhou meetings, Sung made a special trip to visit his elderly father.
The aged Pastor Song requested his now famous son to take good care of two younger
brothers. This request would be among the elder Song's parting words to his son.
lt was during this trip that John Sung looked at his American photographs which

were kept in his parents' home. 122 Referring to this incidence, Sung once told his
audience that he saw a completely different person in the pictures taken before 1927. He
said, then, he was modernized; but now, indigenized. The reason given was most
illuminating. He said, "this [the indigenized Sung] is proof of the crucifixion of my
flesh" (1990a:182). Many had commented on John Sung's ugly look, noting especially
his unkempt hair, as mentioned in the previous chapter. But some of the yearbook
pictures from Ohio Wesleyan and Ohio State Universities showed a bespectacled,
122

John Sung told his audience in a message he preached in Xiamen in 1936 (1990a:182).
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Western suit-clad, moderately handsome Sung. He was well groomed, definitely without
the Hitler-style hairdo. The "Americanized" Sung was certainly not known by his
audience, due mainly to John Sung's intentional portrayal of this "indigenized" persona.
This was in line with Sung's purposeful adoption of the Chinese gown upon his return. It
is interesting to note that John Sung also had taken off his glasses since his return to
China.

123

He had told his audience he was near-sighted. As mention in Chapter 4, Rev.

Paul Hayes, resident Methodist missionary at Wuhu and Sung's schoolmate at Union
Seminary, certainly could not recognize him without the glasses. Was Sung trying to
disassociate himself from being seen as a learned person, going along with the Chinese
gown motif? If so, it could be seen as an intentional renunciation on his part.
Xi amen shaken. The largest of Sung's meetings was held on the beautiful islet of
Gulangyu (Kolongsu, or Kulongsu in missionary literature), which is part of the city of
Xiamen. The crowd swelled to 5,000, many coming from other centers Sung had just
visited. After the first day, services were conducted at the playground of Anglo-Chinese
College. The meetings were extended from six to twelve days. It might have gone on
longer but intervention came from the Xiamen Police Department. The reason given was
that the massive crowd already stressed to limit the city's transportation system. With
thousands of people traveling from out-of-town, this could lead to an uncontrollable
situation, especially given the recent retreat of the Communists from a neighboring
provmce.

123 John Sung's yearbook pictures since his second year in America showed him wearing glasses. He also
wore glasses when hospitalized in New York, according to his diary. The entry was amusing and
metaphorical, "This morning as I woke up my glasses and my Bible were fallen to the ground at the same
moment. Bible is then my eyes" (Sung 1927). Did he mean the glasses were smashed? Or, was he simply
connecting the two and found a deeper spiritual meaning?
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Another problem was, the revival resulted in closing of gambling dens in Xiamen.
Rumor was that hit-men were out to harm John Sung (Song 2006:228). In 1936,
missionary Tena Holkeboer reported that a popular movie theater in the city had been
closed and "boarded up" for more than a year, attributing the closing chiefly to the
awakening brought on by John Sung's ministry (Holkeboer 1936: 13).
Missionary Edna Beekman's November letter about the Sung meetings was
published in Intelligencer-Leader, a news magazine of the Reformed Church (Beekman
1935:13). Writing on November 12, right at the close of the revival, Beekman reported
that "Amoy [Xi amen] and Kolongsu [Gulangyu] were shaken." Beekman was of course
referring to the awakening brought on through the revival ministry of John Sung.
Beekman (1935) described Sung's meetings, "Dr. Song [Sung] preaches the
simple gospel message of repentance, confession, new birth and salvation. And he holds
his audience with the apt stories and illustrations he uses. He is a most dramatic speaker
acting out his stories as he goes along." She also gave an interesting account of how
Sung prepared his crowd for the healing service, which was held on the last day. "There
had been good preparation for it. The day before his [Sung's] message had been on faith,
and he explained very carefully to the people that the healing was the gift of God and that
to receive it, one must have faith, and confess one's sins, and determine to live a right life
afterwards. "
The result of the healing service according to Beekman's account,
I heard that the church was filled with those coming for healing by the laying on
of hands. Afterwards I heard some of the testimonies of those who had been
healed, a formerly deaf and dumb man gave glory to God; a woman who had not
been able to see for three years could now see, a little slave girl who had been
cruelly beaten so that she could not walk, was able to walk up to the platform, a
girl with leprosy was cleansed and I cannot begin to tell you of all who were
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helped. (1935:13)
However, the missionary also noted the disappointing ones, "There were others,
of course, who were not healed" (Beekman 1935). This reporting on those not healed
was not mentioned by John Sung himself, naturally. But it would become one of the key
objections from people such as Hinghwa missionary Elizabeth Brewster, who mentioned
the negative impact left on those who did not get healed at all (Brewster n.d.:361).
One of those healed was a five-year-old son ofMr. Xie, a teacher at the AngloChinese College. 124 Apparently, the young child had never walked since birth due to
congenital defects that affected his back and legs. He relied on an improvised
'wheelchair' to move about. On the day of the healing, Sung asked each seeking healing
to confess their sins to make right with God. Mr. Xie thus confessed his own sins before
he carried the boy to the platform. Reportedly, the lad walked off the stage by himself
after Sung laid hand on his head with olive oil and said, "In the name of the Lord Jesus,
be healed!"
Apparently, the boy walked home by himself. His grandmother, though a faithful
Christian, doubted the news she heard that the grandson could walk. Upon seeing the
boy walking towards her house, she suddenly found that she literally could not utter a
single word. Realizing that she was much like Zechariah of old who was mute due to his
disbelief, she quickly knelt to confess her sin. She regained her speech after that.
In 2003, an elderly Mr. Xie, older brother of the healed boy, said in tears that the
healing greatly strengthened the faith of his family. Xie said, years later, he was
interrogated and given ultimatum to denounce his Christian faith. He was at the verge of
compromising in order to go free but suddenly remembered how his younger brother was
124

The account was provided to me by the brother of the healed child (Xie 2003).
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miraculously healed. Then he had great conviction that the Jesus he trusted must be real,
thus also his faith, and he could not betray his Lord. Mr. Xie affirmed his faith before the
interrogators and willingly went to jail for seventeen years (Xie 2003).
John Sung's influence on future church leaders. Many from the Xi amen meetings
dedicated their lives for full-time Christian service. Among these were two who became
pastors with effective ministries. They were Torrey Shih and Wesley Shao Qingzhang,
both from Fujian.
Shih (1990) was a young fourteen-year-old who grew up in a Christian family but
had no interest in spiritual things, especially not in John Sung's preaching. His family
brought him from Quanzhou to Xiamen. He escaped right before the preaching began for
the first two days, preferring to loiter and puff cigarettes in the city streets rather than
listening to Sung. On the third day, his older brother and older sister made him sit in
between them. Torrey refused to pay attention, trying to figure out a way to escape so he
could puff on his cigarettes again. But somehow, God spoke to him. Midway through
his message, John Sung suddenly pointed a finger at the teenager, demanding, "Get out of
there, Lazarus! You are dead and full of the stench of death, wrapped and trapped in
cloth covering. The Lord Jesus commands you to come out of there. Get out! Get out
from the grave this instance!" Strangely, Torrey suddenly felt himself shone under a
bright light, revealing a heart full of filth, sin, and darkness. He was convicted of his
inadequacy and felt the stench of death. That was when he started to weep profusely and
walked with others towards the stage to confess and repent of his sins. Kneeling, he felt
fortunate to have received the salvation of God through Jesus Christ, and he dedicated his
whole life to preach the good news to save souls. He also took out his cigarettes and

305
threw them down towards the stage and stayed away from smoking once and for all (Shih
1990:19-23).
Shao Qingzhang (2006), on the other hand, was a high school student at the
Anglo-Chinese College. He answered the call to Christian service (2006:33). He later
became an influential churchman in the Philippines. In 1947, he was offered a generous
scholarship to study in America, which included full tuition plus free lodging and travel
expenses. However, Shao gave up the scholarship offer, reportedly, because it came
from the same school that caused John Sung to lose his faith, Union Theological
Seminary (133). Incidentally, the current president of the Biblical Seminary of the
Philippines, Dr. Joseph Shao, is a son of Pastor Shao Qingzhang.
Another look at Sung's Xiamen impact. Several things were worth mentioning
about the Xiamen campaign. John Sung obviously reached a new height in his ministry
career, with over five thousand people attending his meetings. Secondly, nearly half of
the audience came from neighboring cities, some he had just visited before the Xiamen
meetings (Sung 1967:58). Third, the awakening came at a trying time in Fujian Province,
at the face of the Long March of the Chinese Communists from Jiangxi and Fujian to
Yunnan Province. It was truly an unsettled time.
John Sung generally recorded numbers accurately, especially in his diary entries.
However, some numbers should be carefully weighed. One example would be Xiamen.

In his 1938 memoir, Sung said this campaign "saved" four to five thousand people in
Xiamen (1967:58).125 Most likely, the number would have included a big number of
repentant Christians who had responded to Sung's altar call. Moreover, Sung himself

125 The number is supported by a writer who had attended the 1934 Gulangyu meetings, estimating the total
number of conversions to be well over 4,000 (Ye n.d.:82).
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noted approximately 2,500 people from neighboring cities he just visited. Most of these
would have been Christians or already "saved" in his previous meetings.
An interesting letter. A positive report of Sung's Xiamen work came from a
surprising source. A letter sent to John Sung a month after his Xi amen visit began this
way, "I have followed the beneficial effects of your work in many places in China but in
no place have I found such marked blessings as in Amoy [Xiamen]. Many have
confessed their sins, many have been converted, hundreds have been quickened to join in
witnessing bands which are active today." The writer who said he "rejoice[d] and
praise[ d] God" in all these was none other than Sherwood Eddy-the evangelist John
Sung asked his Hangzhou listeners to boycott a few months earlier. 126 Eddy highlighted
similar passion shared by him and Sung as followers of Jesus, in "attacking social abuse
as you and I did the gross prostitution in Amoy [Xiamen], challenging the evils of selfish
capitalism for its exploiting the labor of children, men and women for profit in industry,
and the evil of corruption in political life where the poor are robbed and the country
weakened by . squeeze , and theft" (Eddy 1935:125; also Sung 1962d:7-8).
The same editor who published Eddy's letter wrote an article that appeared in The
International Review of Missions (Rawlinson 1935). Rawlinson reported that among the

independent Chinese evangelists, "Dr. John Sung is outstanding" (1935:316). However,
Rawlinson soon gave special attention to the visits of Dr. Sherwood Eddy and his brother,
Dr. Brewer Eddy, detailing their visits and reception. The main point, however, was
126 The letter dated December 17, 1934 to John Sung was published in the liberal publication, The Chinese
Recorder (Eddy 1935:124-125). In it, Eddy said Sung misunderstood him based on misrepresentations of
his works. Eddy stated what he believed in, almost in a creedal form of 'I believe in .... ," which included
'vicarious atonement of Jesus.' The editor's intent was obviously to defend Eddy's Christian faith in light
of John Sung open attacks in Hangzhou. Sometime in December 1934, John Sung noted in his diary
receipt of Eddy's personal letter which acknowledged the wonderful results in Xiamen, but said Sung had
misunderstood him, claiming that he himself preached the real gospel (Song 2006:230). No other detail or
comment was given in the published diary. Neither did Sung indicate ifhe might have replied to the letter.
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Rawlinson's unreserved endorsement of the work of the Eddys. This becomes obvious as
Rawlinson said, "Like Dr. John Sung and others, these western prophets pointed out
fearlessly the sins of China which call for repentance and restitution" (1935:317). Then
came a veiled criticism, though not without a hint of condescension, "That their [Eddys'J
message was received with only rare instances of demur on the part of the Chinese is
significant. A Chinese prophet could not go to the United States and lay about so lustily
with his flail as these Americans did in China."
Rawlinson's point was, John Sung's ministry appealed to Chinese of low
education level or to the illiterates. It was obviously representative of the general
assessment of the liberal establishments on Sung's successful work among the Chinese.
Possibly, it also showed their inability to criticize Sung openly due to his popularity
among the Chinese and the fact that John Sung was himself a scientist. Rawlinson's
attacks were aimed at Chinese independent workers with a conservative theology, but
John Sung seemed to be his main target. He identified, among other things, the stress on
emotionalism and focus on the doctrine of the Lord's return as the main weaknesses of
this group. These old messages, Rawlinson opined, "have a weak meaning for those
seeking a new China" (Rawlinson 1935:317). It appears that in the eye of the
Modernists, Sung's message was not on par with the new scientific age, and it totally
neglected the social aspect of the gospel message.
The article also shows the increased uneasiness of the liberal establishments with
regard to the work of John Sung. Indeed, from this point on, Rawlinson rarely published
any article or news report on Sung's campaigns in The Chinese Recorder unless a
"balanced view" was also presented, which would include a critique on the negative
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impact of Sung's work. 127 The change was most glaring, in view of John Sung's
increasing appeal and success among the Chinese people. Also, it also shows a big
contrast to the many reports on Sung before 1934.
This increased tension would be played out in many of Sung's campaigns. From
now on, Sung would face more open refusal to allow him the use of church premises and
even objections from leaders of many denominations. In fact, this issue would come up
very soon.
Ministry in the National Capital and Nearby Cities
After the success in Xi amen, there would be a month-long ministry in the national
capital, Nanjing, and nearby areas. Sung returned to Shanghai in mid-November of 1934,
stayed a day with his family, and travelled hastily to Nanjing (Sung 1967:58).
The Nanjing meetings were held at the Friends' Mission Church. The initial plan
of a city-wide union church campaign was changed at the last minute due to disagreement
within members of the planning committee. It turned out that some were unhappy with
John Sung's theology and his pulpit mannerism (Song 2006:228). Certainly, there were
those who opposed Sung because of his open rebukes on church leaders.
It was a test for Sung, right after his "mountain-top" experience in Xiamen. Sung

admitted this in his 1938 memoir (1967:58). He could not help but run a gauntlet of
criticisms on church leaders in Nanjing, especially those he thought were Modernists. In
Sung's own words, he aimed "machinegun fires" at the hideousness of the Nanjing
establishments (Song 2008:229).

127 Frank Rawlinson died two years later, killed by a bomb on the second day of the war for Shanghai in
August, 1937 (NY Times 1937:1).
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Although he made only a brief mention on the number of converts at the Nanjing
visit, a report in The Missionary Review of the World tells of "great crowds" attending his
meetings (MRW 1935:377). The same report also mentions that although the seating
capacity of the church was 500, there were "by actual count" 1,070 in one of the
meetings. Also noted was the formation of fifty witness bands, whose members
committed to "preaching the gospel at least once a week."
After Nanjing, Sung visited two other smaller centers, Nansha (now Taizhou) in
Jiangsu and Jiaxing in Zhejiang. It was in Jiaxing that John Sung had a premonition that
his father had passed away. As it turned out, Pastor Song Xuelian died on December 8,
1934, the same night John Sung had the foreboding sense about his father. In
remembering his father when the sad news came, John Sung's memories brought him
back to a time when he prayed for his ailing father as a nine-year-old lad. He was most
thankful for his return to visit with his father in early October, 1934 (Song 2006:230).
New Year prayer of 1935. John Sung's mind was fully enwrapped in bringing the
gospel to the whole China. On New Year's Eve, he dreamt of the whole China turning to
Christ. The next day, January 1, 1935, he made two specific requests in his prayer. He
asked that God revive God's own work and to open doors for him to preach the gospel.
Secondly, he asked for helpers so that 200,000 souls would be converted in 1935 (Song
2006:231). The asking for the salvation of whole China had become a ritual by then. It
appeared that Sung had already sensed that 1935 would be a great year, as he had
received more invitations then he could handle, including invitations from Southeast
Asia. The year 1935 definitely looked most promising indeed.
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Campaigns in Guangdong and Fujian
John Sung spent two and a half months in this campaign to southern China,
starting from early January, 1935. The trip would take him to four cities in Guangdong
and five cities in Fujian. Sung's work had already reached a height in his Fujian visit a
few months ago. He would see yet further increase in his reach.
Strained relationships with church leaders. As touched on in Chapter 4, the city
of Guangzhou was one of the strongholds of Modernists. Some of the larger churches
were occupied by Christian leaders of liberal persuasion. During the first week of the
first series of Sung's meetings, the pastor of the Church of Christ in China put a
restriction on Sung that he should steer clear from preaching on the books of Genesis and
Revelation. Also, key leaders in the National Council of Christian of China were wary of
Sung's attack on Sherwood Eddy, much like what he had done the previous summer in
Hangzhou (Song 2006:232).
After one week, the same pastor closed the church door to John Sung.
Conservative Christians were upset about the move. Two things were decided. First,
they moved the meetings to the Evangelical Free Church. Also, they started to talk about
constructing a building so that they could hold meetings without any restriction (Xie
n.d.). Here, as was in Tianjin, the move to build a new building was a strong one. It
showed the resolve, ability, and the size of the conservative Chinese Christians who were
willing to challenge the establishments. As mentioned before, this was the other case
besides Tianjin that took such drastic steps to show their unhappiness with the liberal
leaders in their own denominations.
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In some way, John Sung probably took it as a vindication of his ministry. He did
caution, though, that the project should abide by the following principles: one must be led
by the Holy Spirit in giving to the building and not based on one's own fleshly desires.
Also, it should be a simple building (Song 2006:232). Reportedly, the building project,
which included a 4,500-seat meeting hall, was abruptly halted because of the SinoJapanese War in 1937 (Xie n.d.).
Nearly two thousand were in attendance towards the end of the Guangzhou
meetings. In all, 783 persons requested prayer for healing, and according to Sung, about
250 shared that they were healed (Song 2006:232; Xie n.d.).
From Guangzhou, John Sung made his way through Jieyang, Meixian, and
Shantou, all in Guangdong Province. The response from these places was positive. In
Jieyang, even the head of the local administrative official, the Mandarin, showed interest
in understanding the gospel message. Emanuel H. Giedt of the American Baptist Foreign
Mission Society reported that Sung "acted out dramatically" his messages and insisted
that his interpreters follow his every move.
He wore out several interpreters, using about three during the week. The
interpreters had to follow suit in every gesture he made and even in acting out the
scenes, as a result, he always left a few disciples wherever he went. Afterwards
they went out as free-lance evangelists to preach on their own, imitating Dr.
Sung's every pose, especially that of putting one foot forward, with the heel
resting on the floor and the sole of the shoe showing forward! (Lyall 1956: 131)
Apparently, this was an unintended result. After leaving Jieyang, John Sung made an
impromptu stop in Shantou, where more than 2,000 listeners were reported (Song
2006:234).
Reaching yet another new height in Fujian. John Sung's work in the next
province, Fujian, stirred up the churches greatly. The first stop was in Jinjin, a place

312
close to Quanzhou. Reportedly, nearly four thousand attended. According to Sung, the
size of the audience reached 5,500 on the second day, and three thousand were converted
by the end of the revival (Song 2006:235). A healing service was held a day before he
left town.
Xiamen was the next stop, where he stayed for two weeks from February 23
through March 9, 1935. The whole city was stirred. The crowd numbered nearly six
thousand within a week on March 2. On that day, one of the messages Sung spoke was
on the crucifixion of Jesus. He was most touched to see the six thousand in the audience
weeping in silence as he was totally immersed in telling the suffering of Jesus (Song
2006:237).
John Sung placed a different emphasis on the present meetings, as compared to
the last campaign. Last November, the series of meetings was called F enxinghui, or
revival meetings in English. This time, it was called Peilinghui, "Spiritual-Nurture"
Meetings. 128 In November 1934, John Sung preached on repentance, new birth,
sanctified living, witnessing, prayer, and the Lord's return (Sung 1962d). This time in
March 1935, Sung preached on the deepening of faith, ministry, as well as warning
against false prophets (Sung n.d.). The expressed intent was building up the believers in
their Christian walk and commitment.
The Xiamen campaign was another great success. Three hundred witnessing
bands were formed and two thousand sought prayer during the healing service.

128 The two terms might cause some confusion to present day Chinese readers, who tend to translate both as
"revival." But in Sung's day, the differences were obvious. The first, Fenxinghui was geared towards new
or non-believers, whereas the latter, Peilinghui referred to meetings on advanced teaching in nurturing
believers in Christian discipleship. Some translated the latter as "Bible Conference" (based on author's
interview with believers in Fujian, 2003; also Tow 1985:38).
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Gambling dens and cinemas were affected. Sung said that there were plots to harm him
(Song 2006:237).
Success repeated in shorter meetings. The Xiamen success was carried to nearby
Quanzhou and Zhangzhou. Sung's schedule allowed him to spend two days in each of
these cities. Still, both centers were packed with people eager to listen to Sung. Crowds
of 3,000 and 2,000 were reported in Quanzhou and Zhangzhou, respectively, packing the
church buildings to full capacities. When he went back to Xiamen, Sung was able to lead
at least one meeting attended by 3,500.
Sung was most satisfied that more than 160 young people had dedicated
themselves to full-time service (1967:62). His impact on the future generation of church
leaders was most obvious. According to Torrey Shih, who enrolled as a 1939 freshman
at the Bethel Bible School (of the Bethel Mission in Shanghai), 14 out of a total of 51 in
his class were those who dedicated their lives through John Sung's ministry (Shih
1990:28-29).
Apparently, John Sung held a healing service in almost all centers since the latter
part of 1934. It might partly account for the high turnout in his meetings in South China.
Invariably, Sung would pray for the sick on the very last or second to last day of his visit.
He had always stressed the importance of those seeking healing to first build right
relationships with God before he would pray for them. The healing service became a
double-edged sword, however. What Sung feared was that many would come to his
meetings because they wanted healing. It also drew criticisms from Christian leaders in
evaluating John Sung's ministry.
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Evaluation of John Sung's work in Fujian. C. Stanley Smith, Presbyterian
missionary associated with Nanjing Seminary, wrote an article titled "Modern Religious
Movements in Christianity" for the 1934-1935 Chinese Christian Year Book (Smith
1935). John Sung was one of those profiled in the article, which cites Sung's increasing
popularity among the Chinese. However, Smith found several issues that concerned him
about Sung's work. One of them was faith healing. He observes that some stories of
John Sung's work were already becoming "legendary." Smith (1935: 106) cites one
example and stated that many cases of healing were baseless.
The other issue Smith found disturbing was the alleged divisiveness attributed to
John Sung. In his survey, Smith says, "we found that in some churches he was causing a
division between the pastors and church members" (Smith 1935:108). Like Smith,
another writer saw the negative impact of Sung's work while acknowledging his
contribution to the "spiritual awakening" in Xi amen (Underhill 1936:22). Most of these
evaluations reflected also the theological outlook of the commentator, not just the
phenomena on the surface.
One of the more in depth assessments of John Sung's work came from Hope
Moncrieff of the English Presbyterian Mission in Zhangpu (then Changpu) in Fujian
(Moncrieff 1935:567-568). The author points out the shortcomings of John Sung, which
included his stubbornness and autocratic leadership as well as his sweeping denunciations
of Christian leaders. According to Moncrieff, John Sung was anti-foreign in claiming
that 85% of the missionaries should return home. Moncrieff says Sung offered "the most
grotesque and absurd exegesis of some Scriptural passages."
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One criticism that thus far only Moncrieffpointed out was Sung's alleged
"reception of money gifts at a Thanksgiving service for which no account was rendered"
(Moncrieff 1935:567). Note, however, that only one incident was cited by the author and
the allegation was not mentioned by others who evaluated Sung's work.
However, after displaying a long list of Sung's shortcomings, Moncrieffturned to
the positive outcome of the evangelist's work, "Notwithstanding these limitations, Dr.
Sung has been used of God. The spiritual life of the Amoy [Xi amen] church has
undoubtedly been lifted on a higher plane" (Moncrieff 1935:568). The missionary went
on to relate other significant aspects, especially the formation of preaching bands and the
changed lives. He notes that in the area where he served, "we have several cases of
radical change. Preaching bands have been formed and the church is crowded out. Two
forenoon services, one for the young people, now have been held instead of one. There is
a general atmosphere of joy and activity, and, as in other places, it has been preeminently
a young people's movement."
Almost all who criticized John Sung's work pointed out what they claimed to be
dubious results in the healing services. Moncrieff says that Sung's healing service was
"the most difficult part" of Sung's work to evaluate. For one, Moncrieffknew firsthand
of healing that took place in a woman from his area. On the other hand, he also heard
reports of disappointments, compounded by the evangelist'S claim that only those with
faith were healed. These were indeed the concerns of Elizabeth Brewster, veteran
missionary from the Hinghwa field, who was unhappy that the John Sung she knew from
childhood "went off on a faith-healing tangent" (Brewster n.d.:361).
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Moncrieffs suggestion based on his consultation with others was most
appropriate, "It would have been better if deeper faith and absolute trust in the will of a
loving Heavenly Father had been stressed, instead of being told that if God doesn't
answer our prayers, and do what we ask Him to do, then there is something wrong with
our faith" (1935:568).
Lasting Impact. Miss Tena Holkeboer, a missionary teacher stationed in Xiamen,
was on furlough in America during John Sung's 1934 and 1935 campaigns in that city.
The Reformed Church of America missionary returned to find an awakened church in
Xi amen and wrote about the aftereffect of Sung's ministry in an article titled "Something
Happened" (Holkeboer 1936: 12-13). Holkeboer reported of the transformation of lives,
friendlier attitudes of nonbelievers towards Christianity, a significant increase in church
attendance, and the enthusiastic activities of the evangelistic bands (1936: 12). She also
found that a popular movie theatre had been closed for more than a year and learned that,
"It was to the effect that business has decreased so markedly after Dr. Sung's meetings
that they had been forced to discontinue. This theater used to be very popular, large
crowds attending night after night" (Holkeboer 1936:13).
Ministers in North China
John Sung got back to Shanghai for a short rest before setting out again on April
4, 1935. Mrs. Sung was then pregnant with their fourth child, who could be born any
time now. On the day John was preparing to leave, Mrs. Sung was concerned there had
not been any fetal movement for over twenty-four hours. In a typical John Sung way,
again, he said it was necessary for him to go to preach. Instead of making change to his
preaching plan, he prayed to commit his family to the Lord. Then he moved on. So
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happened, their third daughter was born on the same night after Sung left for his ministry
in North China. This would become a pattern, as John had been absent during the birth
of all his children.
Cool reception in Beijing. Sung went to Beijing in early April 1935. He
preached at the Presbyterian Church and then the Asbury Methodist Church. Sung was
obviously hoping for a repeat of the great success he had enjoyed in 1932 and 1933. He
was, however, greatly disappointed. Only 400 turned out for the first meeting.
Apparently, the number grew through the week, but was of no comparison to what he
saw the last time. No immediate explanation was given. We should note here that Sung
was fired by the Bethel Mission in 1934 because it was rumored he had accepted an offer
from the same Presbyterian Church. That being the case, Rev. James Leynse still
reported the formation of92 gospel teams through John Sung's meetings, through which
the church embarked on a city-wide evangelistic work (Leynse 1937:91).
John Sung moved to the larger Asbury Methodist Church during his second and
third week in Beijing. A healing service was reportedly held towards the end of the
meetings, where Sung prayed for 300 people (Song 2006:240). In his message, Sung
reminded the listeners the importance of family worship and faithful preaching in order
for the revival of the Chinese church (240). He also had a chance to speak once at Pastor
Wang Mingdao' s church.
After Beijing, Sung travelled south about 450 kilometers (280 miles) to Handan
(then Tamingfu), also in Hebei Province. He came into the field of the Nazarene
Mission. Susan Norris Fitkin (1940:23) reported her members' first and subsequent
impressions of John Sung, who they heard was an American-trained scientist.
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They were astonished to see a young looking man, without a hat, dressed in the
dark blue cotton garments that the poor people wear. But they were not
disappointed as day after day he preached the wonderful gospel in the big
tabernacle holding a thousand people, illustrating the messages on a large
blackboard, so that all might understand. God was there and soon hundreds were
seeking at the long altar for prayer.
Sung prayed for nearly two hundred people during the healing service. Many
healed cases were reported, including a blind seven-year-old girl who received her sight
(Song 2006:241). Gospel teams were organized, bringing the gospel to many outlying
villages. According to Fitkin (1940:23), these teams "carried on the revival," and there
were 1,600 "seeking God" a year later.
After Handan, John Sung travelled south to preach in one other railway town in
Henan Province before heading home. Apparently, he arrived in Shanghai around May
12, 1935. He missed another important day of his new baby girl's life, her first full
month, which was celebrated as an important milestone in a child's life. He named her
Tianquan, meaning Heavenly authority.
Sung had to wait two weeks in his application for travel visa to the Philippines.
According to Sung, those weeks were like time "sitting on rug made of needles," a
Chinese expression that describes one's uneasiness or impatience (Song 2006:242). In
Sung's case, one gets a glimpse of his impatience as well as his passion to work non-stop
for God. Perhaps, these were but the same in his life. He would have to learn some hard
lessons as time went on.
First overseas mission. Part of John Sung's impatience was due to the mysterious
prompting he had that a hidden treasure was awaiting him in the Philippines. When he
arrived in Manila in early June, Sung found it strange that the morning meetings were
scheduled to start at five o'clock every morning (Song 2006:242). The reason was that
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most Chinese would not have time to attend a later meeting, being busy at work or having
to tend to their businesses.
It seemed Sung's high expectation for this first overseas ministry soon dissipated.
He was unhappy about the low attendance in many of the meetings, as well the lower
number of conversion. For example, there were only eighty who turned up for the
morning meeting on June 6, 1935. He was so disheartened that he had to remind himself
of the example of Jesus laboring three years to win only twelve persons (Song 2006:242;
Sung 1967:64). However, the evening services were well attended, usually with at least
800 in the audience. As with his recent campaigns, John Sung held healing services here.
What was the hidden treasure Sung said God had promised? Sung claimed it was
still a mystery to him in 1938 (Sung 1967:64). Could it be that the treasure referred to
the conversion and dedication of a Chinese diplomat?

In 1950, Andrew Gih published a story of a Chinese diplomat turned preacher in
the newsletter of Evangelize China Fellowship, of which he was the founding president
(Gih 1950:8-9; also in Lyall 1956:97-98). It turned out the Consul General of China to
the Philippines was a recent widower with six children. He was keenly interested in a
Christian lady, a teacher in a mission school, as a prospective wife. However, she boldly
turned down the Consul General's invitation to a party given by the Governor. The
reason was that she would be attending a revival meeting held by Dr. John Sung. Mr. Xu
Gongsui (Kung-sien Hui), the Consul General, was surprised at the refusal, as well as her
interest in listening to some crazy evangelist who was criticized in the newspapers. Out
of curiosity, he went along to hear Sung the crazy scientist.
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In that meeting, Sung denounced sins and a whole list of vices: smoking,
drinking, dancing, and many others. Mr. Xu was unimpressed, as these were all habits of
his. He reasoned that what Sung spoke against could not be sin from the legal point of
view. But strangely, whenever Mr. Xu lit a cigarette after that, Sung's warning would
flash in his mind, "It is a sin to smoke!" Not long after, the two were married, and Mr.
Xu was transferred back to Nanjing, the national capital. It was while there that he was
soundly converted in one of John Sung's meetings, as well as committed to answer God's
call to be a preacher. Mr. Xu gave up his high government position to enroll for
theological studies. Eventually, he joined Andrew Gih's team and led a seminary in
Malang, Indonesia.
Sung's ministry left an important mark on the Chinese community in the
Philippines even though he was there for a brief two weeks. According to Lyall, a
missionary wrote around 1956 that, "So many of the true Christians in the Philippines are
the direct result of John Sung's ministry" (1964:97).
First Nation-Wide Bible Institute
The Bible Institute was organized primarily to equip members of the witnessing
bands Sung established across China. By now, a loosely connected and expanding
network had formed around Sung's ministry. These members were the ones most
impacted by Sung and possibly the most committed in their Christian walk. When the
Bible Institute was announced, it drew Christians from all parts of China.
In the scenic city of Hangzhou, Sung took the delegates through the whole Bible
in one month, from July 10 to August 9, 1935. Besides going through the books of the
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Bible, witnessing bands representing each province were given time to share about their
program and experiences. It created fellowship that cut across provincial lines.
First trip to Singapore, Malaya, and Sumatra
John Sung arrived in Singapore at the end of August 1935. His fame had
preceded him to the immigrant communities in Southeast Asia through family networks
in China. The planning committee was caught by surprise by the overwhelming turnout
of 600 in the first meetings in a hall with a 400-seat capacity. They made an immediate
decision to change the venue to the large Telok Ayer Methodist Church, located right off
the sea port.
Singapore Pentecost. Before the whole series ended, the attendance swelled to
over 2,000 (Sng 1980:177). More than 1,300 were converted in 12 days, with nearly 80
dedicating their lives for Christian service (Song 2006:246; Sng 1980: 177).
The story of Sung's first and subsequent visits had been fervently told by Dr.
Timothy Tow, founding leader of the Bible Presbyterian movement in Singapore and
beyond (Tow 1985, 1988,2001). The island city was greatly stirred. Singaporean church
historian Dr. Bobby Sng comments that, "By the time the 1935 mission ended, he [Sung]
had so transformed the Chinese church here that it has never been the same again"
(1980: 177).
Sung's ministry brought significant growth to Singapore churches. Sng
(1980:180) shows that in the Presbyterian churches, the number of baptisms in 1936 was
equal to the total number for the previous three years. And in Telok Ayer Methodist
Church, where Sung's meetings were held, the annual growth rate in membership was a
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whopping 292% between 1935 and 1936, compared to 3% to 15% from 1930 to 1935
(Ruan 2005:5-6).
As was in China and other places that Sung visited, many lives were drastically
transformed. Dr. Bobby Sng devoted much attention to John Sung when writing the
history of the church in Singapore. First written in the late 1970s, Sng (1980: 180)
comments, "The spiritual legacy that he left behind in Singapore and elsewhere has never
been surpassed since. The writer, in the course of his interviews with various people, has
been impressed again and again by the many pastors and church leaders today who were
either converted or influenced through Dr. Sung's ministry." One such person was Dr.
(Rev.) Tow Siang Hwa, a medical doctor fully devoted to Christian ministry, who
commented, "I am what I am because of the blessed ministry of Dr. John Sung" (Tow
1988:107).
Another outcome of Sung's meetings was the aroused interest among Christians
for the Bible. All Chinese and English Bibles of the Bible Society were sold out within a
week, and extra copies had to be ordered from Kuala Lumpur (Tow 2001 :72). It was
reported that "the Bible Society of Singapore has never enjoyed such a sale of Chinese
Bibles as has been the case during the last month [September, 1935]" (Sng 1980: 179).
From Singapore, John Sung travelled north through the Malay Peninsula, visiting
Malacca (Melaka), Penang, and Sitiawan. Later, he crossed the Strait of Malacca to
Sumatra, the largest island in Indonesia. There, he preached in the city of Medan. Sung
left a revival trail in places he visited.
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On October 18, 1935, John Sung returned to Singapore. He led "spiritualnurture" meetings for a week. This time, the audience swelled to 2,000 with a couple
hundred from Malaya.
By the time Sung left Singapore, a total of 132 preaching bands were formed. For
a long time, the triangular flag with a red cross was seen visiting homes and market
places, telling the joyful message of the gospel. More than 1,000 came to the dock to bid
farewell to the departing evangelist (Sng 1980: 179-180)
Visiting Central and North China
John Sung went on a four-month long campaign after spending 10 days with his
family. He travelled through central and north China from early November 1935 through
mid-March 1936.
Preaches in rural areas. Sung visited towns in the neighbor province of Jiangsu.
A noticeable change was the inclusion of several smaller centers in his itinerary. It was
obviously intentional. In a letter to the preaching bands of Singapore, Sung mentioned
that from this time, November 1935, he would go on a "long march" to bear the cross in
poorer and remote areas. He might even tum down invitations from huge city centers
(Song 2006:257). The use of "long march" terminology was interesting, apparently
borrowed from the epic retreat of the Communists on their arduous trek through Western
China. They had through hardships and significant loss of lives just completed the march
in the Province of Shaanxi (Shensi) in October 1935, a month before Sung set out on his
"long march" (Hsu 1975:675).
One should not doubt Sung's willingness to go to the rural fields. However, he
did not provide the exact reason behind this change. For up till now, he had felt that he
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should reach to as many as possible in large city centers. Sung did say he felt led by God
to move from city to rural work as it was in accordance to God's timing. He took it that
God did not want him to walk only the path of glory which could afford higher honoraria
(Sung 1967:71).
Actually, Sung might have closed some of the ministry doors himself. By now,
his unreserved criticisms of church leaders had earned him a bad name, making any
combined city-wide work quite impossible. Sung hinted this in his memoir when he
mentioned he tried to avoid infightings between leaders in city churches and
organizations (Sung 1967:71). The underlying issue, though, was still the
Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy that continued to plague the Chinese church.
Sung's impetuous temperament along with his harsh criticism of leaders were
probably among the reasons that brought some of his predicaments. This was even more
pronounced after he left the Bethel Mission. James Edwin Orr (1975:77) provides an apt
observation that John Sung became more severe in his pulpit denunciations because he no
longer had "colleagues in the Bethel Band to advise and restrain him." Orr's assessment
is credible, as he was for many years closely associated with Andrew Gih, the founding
leader of the Bethel Band.
John Sung's impulsive side was well illustrated when he worked in Liuhe (Luho)
in Jiangsu Province. During one of the meetings, Sung erupted in anger when he found
out the American Friends Mission that invited him to lead revival meetings was also
holding its annual meetings during the same dates. According to Moses Yu's eyewitness
account, Sung stormed off the podium while 1,500 in the audience were shocked to dead
silence (Yu 2006:309). It was only after persuasion by the missionary leader, Charles E.
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DeVol, that Sung reluctantly returned to preach. Reportedly, not a single one responded
to his altar call that day. Two days later, a remorseful Sung told the listeners he had
sinned and in tears begged them to forgive him (Yu 2006:309).
Sung apparently offended Mrs. Charles DeVol when he yelled rudely from the
podium that she should shut the door during a meeting. This was known only when Mrs.
DeVol shared during the testimony session after the healing service. She said her grudge
against Sung was resolved when she realized God's anointing on him. This happened
when she assisted those seeking healing to enter the room where John Sung was praying
for the sick. Reportedly, she sensed God's glory filling the room the instant she entered
and was shaken to feel as if she was stepping into a void. She told the whole
congregation in tears that she immediately confessed her sin of holding a grudge against
one who had God's anointing (Yu 2006:310).
Having seen God's work among people from the rural areas, John Sung (1967:72)
affirmed the importance of working in smaller centers. For several months, Sung
preached in smaller centers such as Jiangyin and Zhenjiang in Jiangsu Province from
middle to the end of November, 1935. After a brief stop in Nanjing, where he visited
with Rev. Jia Yuming at the Nanjing Bible Training School, Sung went to Anhui
Province. He preached at Wuhu and neighboring towns for most of December 1935.
To Japan-Occupied Taiwan (Formosa)
John Sung took up perhaps one of the greatest challenges in his preaching career
in April 1936. He accepted an invitation to preach in Taiwan, then a Japanese colony. 129
Sung knew of the risks involved, as Japanese military rulers were most wary of travelers
129 Taiwan was ceded to Japan in 1895 as part ofa peace settlement known as the Treaty ofShimonoseki,
which was an aftermath of the defeat of Qing's navy by Japan (Hsu 1975:416-419; Fairbank 1994:337339).
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from the mainland who might potentially create disturbances. They would certainly feel
uneasy with any mass gathering of the residents.
Sung was in Taiwan for about three weeks from mid-April, 1936. He visited the
main cities of Taipei, Taichung, and Tainan. In Taipei, about 2,000 attended the
meetings. Nearly 130 preaching bands were formed as a result. The audience doubled in
size when he got to Taichung.
Finally, in Tainan, the number swelled to 5,000, some having travelled from the
previous two cities Sung had just visited. About 600 preaching bands were formed.
According to Professor John Lai, a trained librarian and archivist on Christianity in
Taiwan, John Sung's visit greatly awakened the church in Taiwan by reviving the
believers. This in tum prepared the church to persevere through hardships of the SinoJapanese War (Lai 2008).130
The Christian community on the island of Taiwan was greatly transformed due to
Sung's visit. One of the key contributing factors was the formation of many preaching
bands, which brought on a great spurt of growth to the number of committed believers.
As usual, John Sung focused his preaching on repentance, new birth, filling of the Spirit,
sanctified living, and witnessing. He also preached on Biblical prophesies on the second
coming of Jesus Christ and the end times. Among other messages, these were published
in Taiwan under the title, Two Important Issues End-Time Believers Should Beware Of
(Sung 1963e).
After the Taiwan campaign, John Sung travelled through several cities in
Guangdong Province from mid-May to the end of June. Sung visited Zhongshan

130 Several articles reporting John Sung's ministry in Taiwan and his impact could be found on the website
of Professor John Lai, a trained librarian and archivist on Taiwan Church history. See www.laijohn.com.
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(Chongshan), Taishan (Toishan), Foshan (Fatshan), Guangzhou (Kwongchow), and Hong
Kong before heading home to Shanghai.
Second Nation-Wide Bible Institute
The second month-long Nation-Wide Bible Institute was held in Xiamen from
July 10 to August 8, 1936. This time, nearly 2,000 delegates attended. Some travelled
great distance, including those from Taiwan, Singapore, Malaya, and the Philippines. It
was certainly quite a sight, where thousands of people spent a whole month poring over
each book of the Bible. The scene certainly touched the heart of Miss Tena Holkeboer,
education missionary of the Reformed Church of American Mission. Holkeboer wrote to
her friend on the first day of the meetings that she had "her greatest spiritual experience"
seeing groups of Chinese representing different areas introduced to the whole audience
and then heard each group sing a favorite hymn (Kwantes 2005: 185).
John Sung took the participants through all 66 books in the Bible within that
month. Remarkably, 972 of the participants sat through all the sessions that covered the
whole Bible. On the last day, John Sung (1990a:368-169) told his listeners that what he
taught over the last thirty days were mostly lessons God had instructed him during his
stay at the mental hospital. Sung also mentioned that what he had learned while in the
mental asylum became the foundation of his ministry.
Why God used Moody? In his retumjourney to Shanghai, John Sung read
through the book Why God Used D. L. Moody? On August 25, 1936, he jotted down the
seven reasons given by Reuben A. Torrey that explained Moody's effectiveness as an
evangelist: a fully surrendered man, a man of prayer, a deep and practical student of the
Bible, a humble man, his entire freedom from the love of money, his consuming passion
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for the salvation of the lost, and definitely endued with the power from on high (Song
2006:284; see Torrey 1923). Sung noted he felt inadequate but added that God would
certainly use him mightily ifhe would truly become like Moody (Song 2006:284).
It is of great interest to note that John Sung had actually read this book before. In

1929, he also jotted down the seven main points after reading the book (Song 2006:66).
It is illuminating to see Sung rereading the same book, considering he had by now
become a well sought after evangelist with waxing popularity.
Also interesting, while he recorded Torrey's seven points in both instances, the
two lists in the diary were arranged in different orders, and none followed the author's
arrangement. This shows Sung must have a habit of internalizing the content of his
reading. Most probably, he had jotted down the main points by memory when he wrote
his diary instead of copying them direct from the book. It shows the intensity of his
learning habits, as well as the intentionality in his wanting to practice what he learned.
As one examines Sung's life, it would be clear that the principles Torrey delineated was
never far from Sung's lifelong pursuit. However, Sung would continue to judge himself
as never arrived.
All the way to Burma
John Sung went on another tour of Southeast Asia from mid-September through
the end of 1936. This time, he reached as far as Rangoon, Burma. The other cities he
preached in were Sibu, Sarikei, Muar, Kuala Lumpur, Klang, Penang, Sitiawan, and
Singapore.
Sibu and Sarikei. Sung's only visit to Sarawak brought great awakening to the
cities of Sibu and Sarikei. He held ten-day meetings in each of the cities. In Sibu alone,
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1,583 confession letters were received, and 464 committed themselves to share the good
news weekly and formed 88 teams (Chen 1961:125). He also saw wonderful response in
Sarikei, although he did have to compete against a circus that happened to be in town
(Sung 1967:79).
According to a researcher who studied the church and Christian mission in
Sarawak, Sung's ministry brought on "a time for renewal" which provided "fresh impetus
for witness and church planting (Newton 1988:68).
Malaya and Burma. Sung made his way through the west coast of the Malay
Peninsula, traveling from Muar to Penang before he sailed for Rangoon. After Rangoon,
he worked for about 10 days in Sitiawan.
For some unknown reason and quite uncharacteristically, Sung made little
numerical mention of attendance or conversions during his Malayan visit. It was
certainly the case in Muar, Kuala Lumpur, Klang, and Sitiawan, except occasional
mention ofhealings. One most possible reason was that the attendance and response
might not have been satisfactory; or these may have been omitted in the editing process.
The attendance could have been affected by an external reason, such as political
instability in the area. Indeed, 1936 had been a time of unrest, in that widespread strikes
were carried out in the Federated States of Malaya under the instigation of Communist
elements (Miller 1954:29-30). In The Communist Menace in Malaya, Harry Miller points
out an alarming report of the Inspector-General of Police in the Malay Federation. "The
Federated Malay States passed through the most serious crisis of its history. It was
within an ace of dissolving into temporary chaos as a result of Communist intrigue"
(Miller 1954:29). A question must be asked-why did not Sung mention anything to
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such effect if indeed the church in Malaya was so affected? Or, could it have been taken
out by the editor or publisher? It should be pointed out that the published diary reflected
editorial concerns of the compiler. For example, the word "Communist" could not be
found in The Journal Once Lost, something unusual given Sung's penchant in recording
even minute details.
When he went back to Singapore, John Sung led two series of meetings. First
was a series of revival meetings from December 3 to 10, 1936. Following that, Sung led
Bible Exposition for ten days covering the Pentateuch, Books of Romans, Daniel, Jude,
and Ruth. It was also Sung's intent in helping believers grow in their faith through
studying the Bible.
Sung's success in Singapore was reported in the newspapers, just as last time.
The news was soon picked up by American press, some carrying the news report bearing
the title "Buddhists Hit Sawdust Trail Under the Spell of East's 'Billy Sunday.",13\
According to the reporter in Singapore, Sung's pulpit mannerism was "a mixture of Billy
Sunday and Aimee Semple McPherson, the whole flavored by the Oriental" (Hayward
Daily Review 1937:4). The reporter also described him as a "hot gospeler of the East"

and "John Wesley of China"

The news report appeared in Port Arthur News 1937:14; The Lima News 1937:10; Olean News Herald
1937:9; Hayward Daily Review 1937:4; and Daily News Standard 1937:16.
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The Blood Period: War-Time Spiritual Warrior (1937-1939)
The "Blood Period" showed an indefatigable soldier of the gospel marching in
and out of frontlines and war fields, both military and spiritual. The all-out aggression of
Japan against China in 1937 effectively ended the relative peace that China had enjoyed
since 1927, although the Nationalist and Communist forces had engaged in military
clashes throughout this time. The war also forced John Sung to change his ministry plan
significantly.
Practices the Way of Love
In January of 1937, John Sung (2001:7) announced to a Shanghai audience that he

would speak to them on the topic of love, when he also vaguely revealed the three-year
schemes in his life. He mentioned that God wanted him walk the path of love from 1937
on,just as he had walked the way of faith from 1934 to 1936.
New Year prayer. John Sung's New Year request for 1937 was a step above
those in the previous years. This time, he asked God to raise 1,000 "little, or junior"
revivalists from those who had joined the preaching bands as well as formation of 2,000
fully energized bands. He also sought for an open door to a province and a nation that he
had not previously visited. Finally, he asked that God add 200,000 saved souls (Song
2006:298).
Heading south. John Sung spent about four months since mid-January of 1937
ministering in nine centers in the south. The unique feature of this trip is that all the
cities he visited are primarily areas where the Fujianese dialect was spoken. He began
the trip first in Guangdong province, where he enjoyed great success in Chao'an, Jieyang,
and Shantou. All three centers saw attendance in multiples of thousands.
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John Sung then crossed over to Fujian Province. He ventured into inland towns
this time, visiting Hinghwa as the culminating point of the present tour. The meetings in
Yongchun, Yanping (now Nanping), Jian'ou (Kienneu), Gutian (Kutien), and Fuqing
(Futsing) were well attended. A common feature now was the "healing services," which
already had become closely associated with Sung's ministry.
A glimpse into the treacherous nature of Sung's journey can be gleaned from his
trip from Yanping to Gutian between March 10 and 20, 1937. Sung had to travel through
an area infested by banditry. The road transport was secure only under army escort. On
March 10, the vehicle he travelled in was involved in a head-on collision. Sung was
unharmed, though several passengers sustained injuries (Sung 1967:85; Song 2006:303).
Part of the journey involved a long boat ride via the Min River (Minjiang). As the ship
was packed with passengers, Sung was unable to secure a sleeping berth on board. When
he reminisced on this episode in 1938, Sung said he had a slight taste of what is meant by
"the Son of man hath not where to lay his head" (Sung 1967:85).
Sung's visit brought a revival to the area. An illustration of what kind of revival
was brought was reported in The China Christian Advocate by Methodist missionary
Wesley S. Bissonnette. The missionary observes that in Gutian, "The power of the Spirit
in the revivalist drew all classes of Christians: Anglicans, Methodists, Seventh Day
Adventists, True-Jesus folk, and others" (Bissonnette 1937:11). The report also shows
that over 1,100 sought forgiveness of sins and new birth in that city.
Bissonnette notes especially in the evangelistic influence of the revived church, in
that through the preaching bands, many more received the gospel message and entered as
members of the area churches. He concludes the article saying, "Best of all, perhaps, is
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that a new song has been put into the mouths of Chinese Christians and they are going
singing, literally on all the roads, singing the good news out of the joy of the Lord which
they have learned as never before" (Bissonnette 1937:11). The joy-filled lives touched
by the Spirit expressed through songs was one important aspect that marked John Sung's
work.
On the other hand, when reporting on the healing service, Bissonnette seemed less
than enthusiastic. While noting that about half of those who sOl1ght healing claimed they
were cured, the missionary adds, "That many or most of these believe that they have been
helped physically in some way is certain. It has been almost impossible to authenticate
any objective cures" (Bissonnette 1937:11).
On the other hand, Sung recorded that many were definitely healed, including
three who were deaf and a woman who had scoliosis of the backbone with ulcers (Song
2006:305).
A prophet not without honor. John Sung finally returned to preach in his
hometown more than six years after he left Hinghwa. He preached in the church that his
father had pastored, one with a seating capacity of 3,000, from April 7 to 15, 1937. By
the end, more than 3,000 packed the church. The result was equally impressive, with
1,949 converted and about 250 offered themselves for full-time Christian service (Sung
1967:87).
Sung noted that he prayed for 774 in the healing service on April 12 and that 576
testified on the stage to have experienced healing (Song 2006:304). However, missionary
F. Stanley Carson from Hinghwa saw little good coming from the healing service. He
told the corresponding secretary in New York that he thought that physical healing in
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Sung's ministry "bulked too large" during the Hinghwa meetings to the neglect of the
"spiritual matters" (Carson 1937). What he said certainly represented a big segment of
the missionary community.
He is much gentler. Reportedly, John Sung had changed, according to his former
missionary colleagues. Mrs. Lucile Jones, a former missionary in Hinghwa who was also
Sung's high school teacher, reported what she had heard from her friends. "They say that
he is much gentler in manner and not critical of others as he used to be," as noted by
Hinghwa friends (Jones 1937).
Interestingly, Sung's close associate during his days as conference evangelist also
noted that he had grown to become even more effective than before. One former
traveling companion of Sung's during much of his Hinghwa years, Dai Meitai, told
others that Sung preached the same old topics as before, but now with much greater
power (Song 2006:308).
However, Sung wrote in his diary on the way back to Shanghai a self-effacing
critique: overly critical of the Presbyterians in Jieyang, refusing to allow the Shantou
leaders collect New Year offering which strained relationships, and overly intense in
rebuking others in Fuqing, thus instigating anger. Sung reminded himself that God
wanted him to walk the path oflove, especially in the year 1937 (Song 2006:309-310).
Here, one sees an intense side of Sung, purposeful in dealing with an area that he
struggled with through his life. It also shows that he was trying to tone down his harsh
criticism of church leaders and missionaries.
When he arrived back in Shanghai around April 20, Sung found that his son had
just been born. He named the boy Tianzhi, which means "the will of heaven." He
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skipped Deuteronomy to name him Joshua, as the former meant a repeat of the Law.
Perhaps it might also be Sung's wish to avoid a repeat of Exodus, the name of his other
son who was deceased not long after birth in 1930.
Christian leadership and the Holy Spirit. John Sung's understanding of
Pentecostalism of his time was reflected in his interactions with three Chinese Christian
leaders during his three-week rest in Shanghai, between April 20 and May 10, 1937. It
shows Sung's understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit in Christian leader's life.
In late April, Rev. Zhu Guishen,132 a respected Shanghai pastor, visited Sung at

his home. Rev. Zhu, already a well sought-after revival speaker, confided with Sung the
slack in his own spiritual walk. In Sung's own account, he counseled the older pastor to
not lose heart. Sung then shared with Zhu that every Christian leader must be filled with
the Holy Spirit, something that Rev. Zhu was most familiar with since he had worked
very closely with Pentecostal leaders. However, Sung continued to point out that one
must strive to walk in holiness and not merely seeking external expressions. Finally,
Sung told Rev. Zhu that the degree of one's submissiveness must be in direct proportion
to the Spirit-endowed power one received (Song 2006:310).
Sung's counsel might not have fully solved Rev. Zhu's struggle, but what he said
so simply highlighted one of the greatest issues that plagued all Christian ministry,
especially for leaders with great charisma. What Sung meant was that Christian leaders
must be careful with the "power" they received from the Holy Spirit. They must be
intentional in submitting to the Holy Spirit and not subvert the power as their own. Sung
132 Zhu Guishen (1884-1978) became a Methodist pastor in 1911 and had worked variously at Moore
Memorial Methodist Episcopal (South) and church planting in Harbin among other evangelistic work. Zhu
first encountered Pentecostal teaching through the Apostolic Faith Mission. He later headed the Glory
Land Mission in Shanghai founded by free-lance evangelist James G. Peponis, who stressed on Holy Spirit
filling and prayer (Yu 2006:329-334; also see McAlister 1937:2-3).
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understood, probably from his personal failures, how easy it was for those endued with
great spiritual power to be fooled by their own successes. Sung himself must have
greater temptation in this area, and thus, greater degree of submissiveness was required.
The genius of Sung was not in realizing or dealing with it once and for all, but rather in
knowing that he had to constantly deal with it through his life.
Another person that John Sung discussed with about the work of the Holy Spirit
was Rev. Wang Zhaoxi. Pastor Wang was formerly into the social gospel movement,
whose Methodist pastorate in Huzhou was built upon social programs. Wang was "born
again" through Sung's ministry in 1934 and soon after carne under direct Pentecostal
influence. This time, in 1937, Sung advised Wang against an over emphasis on
Pentecostal practices. Sung warned that it could be dangerous if one is not careful,
though he did not explain further (Song 2006:216, 311). However, an earlier episode of
Pastor Wang's interaction with John Sung might provide a better picture. Wang had
earlier manifested certain unnatural behaviors after claiming that he was filled with the
Holy Spirit. Sung advised Wang to remain quiet, humble, and be careful of his conduct
for, "the presence of the Holy Spirit in a person is much like an unseen anny battalion;
known only to that person and no one else" (Song 2006:230).
Finally, John Sung was most careful in his association with Pentecostal leaders,
although he himself worked frequently with them. In the summer of 1937, Rev. Jia
Yuming 133 initiated a plan to establish a Bible school with special emphasis on spiritual
practice and practical ministries. Rev. Jia invited Sung to attend a consultation board

133 Jia Yuming (1880-1964) was a conservative theological educator and Bible expositor well respected by
evangelical Christians in China. Jia had taught at several theological schools, including Nanjing
Theological Seminary and North China Theological Seminary (Yao 2003: 158-159). He was a prolific
author most known for his Bible commentaries, some of which were used by John Sung (Song 2000).
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meeting on May 20, 1937. Although they had crossed paths with each other, Sung
revealed that previously, he had a false impression of Rev. Jia as a Pentecostal. He said
that he was reluctant to collaborate with Jia prior to this, until he found out that contrary
to what he thought, Rev. Jia was a careful spiritual leader given totally to prayer (Song
2006:311).
Here, we see in Sung one who was open to work with the Pentecostals and yet
had reservation when close collaboration was required. Apparently, he himself had
Pentecostal experiences, and yet he took care to deemphasize the sign gifts.
Nanjing, Hangzhou and the north. John Sung was scheduled to lead a city-wide
revival in Nanjing from May 10 to 19, 1937. What he found hard to accept was where
the opposition came from. It came from fellow Methodists-the Chinese pastor of the
church where meetings were held and the missionary in charge of evangelistic work in
Nanjing. Sung almost left the city in indignation but was persuaded against it by his
missionary friend William E. Schubert (Schubert 1976:41; 1983:164). Schubert came all
the way to support Sung's work. Schubert said that Sung was known to point his fingers
and say, "You hypocrites of missionaries !" before enumerating the missionaries' failings
(Schubert 1983: 165).
John Sung presented a different persona to his Hangzhou audience where he
visited from May 20 to 28. This would be a challenging center, as he had faced great
opposition from leaders who were unhappy with his open rebukes. However, Sung
declared from the start that he would not be scolding the pastors and elders in the
meetings this time (Sung 1967:87).
John Sung conducted healing services in Nanjing and Hangzhou. There were
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many cases of reported healing (Schubert 1983:165-166; Song 2006:212). The Nanjing
pastor who earlier opposed Sung changed to a favorable attitude after several of his
members were healed in the healing service.
John Sung tried to make his way northward at the end of May. For about one
month, he spent a week each in Haizhou, Luoyang, Nanguantao, and then Taiyuan in
Shanxi. It was a long journey crossing three provinces. When he made it back to
Shanghai, Japan had already started its offensive at the outskirts of Beijing on July 7,
1937. It was the first strike of the Sino-Japanese War that would last for eight long years,
during which time important parts of China would come under the control of the Imperial
Army of Japan.
Third Bible Institute in Fuzhou
While the whole nation was under the cloud of war, John Sung received word that
the Fuzhou meetings would proceed as planned. The organizing committee reported a
total number of 1,500 who had already registered for the conference. Schubert's Revival
News reported that all Methodist workers of Fuzhou, Yanping, and Hinghwa Conferences

were directed by Bishop John Gowdy to attend the training (Schubert 1939).
The Bible Institute was held from July 24 through August 9, 1937. John Sung led
the participants through nineteen books of the Bible, six of which were from the Old
Testament. Due to intense summer heat in Fuzhou, no afternoon meetings were
scheduled. Sung (1937b:49) told his audience the three-fold focus of the present Bible
Institute: heart fervency in early morning session, knowledge in the second session, and
finally power in the evening session. The purpose was so that the delegates may bear the
fruit of the Spirit when they were filled by the Holy Spirit and endued with the Spirit's

339
power.
Hinghwa missionary F Stanley Carson gave a very positive evaluation of the
Bible Institute. In his letter and report to Frank Cartwright of New York, Carson (1937)
said, "So far as I have been able to judge, the Bible Study meeting has had the effect of
leaving the deepest dent in the field."
After the Conference, the messages were compiled and published as Messages of
the Bible Institute in South China Area. It became a popular reference book for many

Chinese pastors. In it, John Sung provided panoramic views on each ofthe books
studied, as well as background materials in understanding the Bible (Sung 193 7b). The
book reads like a "Study Bible" with annotations mostly gleaned from commentaries. It
provided a source for sermon preparation so scarce in China, especially during the lean
years, the war, and later, through toughened governmental control and crackdowns on
Christianity.
Heavenly soldier marches on. Sung sailed by boat and reached Shanghai in the
afternoon of August 12, 1937. Within hours, Japanese forces began their attack on
Shanghai, August 13, 1937. Sung's arrival in Shanghai came just in time. As the war
intensified, he planned on staying with the family so that he could edit his sermon
•
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However, God had other plans for him, Sung said (Song 2006:316). He
understood that it was God's intention for him to go as planned to fulfill his speaking
engagement. Mrs. Sung tried to stop him, saying, "In a time like this, you still intend on
going?" To which Sung answered, "The Lord wants me to go. How dare I stay?"
134 These refer to transcribed sermon manuscripts, most probably including the most recent lessons he
taught during the Bible Institute in Fuzhou. All existing published sermons of Sung were done this way,
mostly printed after he had vetted them once.
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On August 18, Sung went to the Shanghai South Railway Station. Tens of
thousands of stranded refugees were there by the gate. Only a lone locomotive without
railcar was at the station. When the station master heard Sung's intent, he queried, "In a
time like this, you still want to go preaching?" Right when Sung thought it would be best
for him to return home, a locomotive engineer came. He allowed Sung to sit atop the
coal box (Song 2006:316). Thus, it was begun, the toughest journey in Sung's life in his
uncompromised intent to bring the flame of revival to the whole nation.
Inching toward his destinations. Sung had hoped to arrive Wenzhou on August
20,1937. The city is 500 kilometers (311 miles) away from Shanghai. However, the
locomotive he rode on was an open target to Japanese fighter planes. The huge engine
moved with much difficulty. In one part of the journey, the rail bridge was bombed just
right after they had crossed it. All the time, Sung and all the refugees were on top of the
coal storage box, open to aerial gun attacks. It took a whole day to get to Hangzhou,
having made only a third of the journey. Sung found lodging at a pastor friend's home
that evening. His soot-covered body suffered intense sunburn.
Sung had to figure out alternatives from the second day on because refugees had
already filled up all available spaces outside bus and train stations. But he had to get to
Wenzhou, which he finally did by traveling on rickshaws, boat, train, and sedans, arriving
on August25.
The Wenzhou meeting started the same afternoon he arrived. About 2,000
attended the meetings. By the end, Sung had prayed for 1,583 people. He reported that
most of the sick who sought prayer were healed, which he said his labor was not in vain
after all (Song 2006:317).
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Wenzhou would be called the" Jerusalem of China" years later because of the
tremendous growth in the number of Christians (Lyall 1992:72-75). In The Phoenix

Rises, Leslie Lyall (1992) attributed the Wenzhou church growth to prayer, miracles, as
well as willingness of Christians to suffer for their faith. The Christian population was
estimated to be 15% to 20% in 2006 (Elegant 2006).
After Wenzhou, Sung visited one neighboring town before he was called to travel
north to Shandong. Sung claimed that it was God's prompting that he must travel the
seemingly impossible journey due to war situation. Shandong was then facing an
imminent attack by Japan. Again, through much difficulty, Sung embarked on a
northward journey to Shandong. According to Sung (Song 2006:318), he heard a
Macedonian call in a dream, probably with strong Shandong-accent, "Northern China
needs you, you must go!" Sung took it as an instruction from God.
Sung's itinerary would take him to Shandong Province and the eastern-central
part of China, many of which were near the advancing Japanese forces. Japan's initial
strategy was to take control of the main business and industrial centers as well as the
transportation infrastructure of China (Spence 1990:419-425). Sung's travel path, as well
as some of the cities he visited, soon fell under the control of the Japanese occupying
forces. Certainly in the seventeen centers he visited in this period, the people were in
great fear (Sung 1963c:120).
Barely a few months after Sung started his ministry journey, the Imperial
Japanese Army took Nanjing on December 13, 1937 and committed atrocities so
horrendous that historians found "few parallels" in world history (Spence 1990:423; Hsu
1975:703; Chang 1997). The travel certainly was arduous and almost near impossible in
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several areas. Sung tried all means of transportation available: train, bus, boat, truck,
rickshaw, sedan, and wheelbarrow. He rode on train-tops at least twice. Often, when
none was available, walking by foot was the only option. By the time Sung reached
Hong Kong in January 1938, he had travelled at least 7,000 kilometers (about 4,350
miles)135 in slightly over five months.
Remarkably, the areas that John Sung visited were also the immediate target of
Japan's occupation of China. He seemed to have targeted the same areas the Japanese
forces had set eyes on. Among the cities Sung visited from August 1937 to January
1938, only Xi'an in Shaanxi was not occupied by the invading forces. 136
John Sung (1963c:119-120) revealed his inner struggles when he preached in
Fuzhou in 1938. The urge to return to his family in Shanghai occurred to Sung several
times during the five-month journey. Certainly, this had been by far the most challenging
trip. The long duration and traveling in less than desirable conditions took a considerable
toll on his health. Sung said that he had never made such a long ministry trip before, and
his energy was so drained that he had to preach while seated in Shanxi Province
(1963b: 10 I ).137 Moreover, the war situation made it extremely difficult for travel. Along
the way, he had to endure many hardships, including cold, hunger, and long waits for
transportation.
A missionary wrote of Sung's visit to her station in Huaiyuan, Anhui during the

135 The distance was calculated based on modem-day transportation and infrastructure. It would definitely
be many more kilometers (miles) in Sung's time, especially when he had to reroute due to the war situation.
136 See "Japan-Occupied Areas of China, 1937-1945" map in Hsu 1975:706. Several cities fell not long
after Sung's visit, including Jinan in December 1937, the whole of Shandong in January 1938, and
Zhengzhou in May 1938.
137 John Sung was in Xi'an the week before he preached in Shanxi, where he said he was extremely week.
However a missionary of the English Baptist Mission in Xi'an described a vivacious Sung as "A
Boarnerges, a son of thunder, noisy, dramatic and sensational in preaching, a born actor, whose gift is
under the control of the Holy Spirit-China's most powerful evangelist" (Young 1947:84).
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third week of November 1938, not long before the town fell to the Japanese hand.
Harriet Stroh (1937) of the American Presbyterian Mission (North) reported that Sung's
dramatic preaching with vivid illustrations and lively singing made a unique appeal to the
audience, so much so that, "even the untraveled country people to whom his Southern
accent was confusing, understood and remembered." She reported that 300 men and
women pledged in Sung's meeting to preach the gospel once a week. Also noted was
Sung's appeal to the educated, as Stroh (1938) said, "An unusual number of the better
educated Chinese attended" the Sung meetings.
A few months after the meetings, Stroh (1938) reported "eager bands of young
men and women in both city and country carried on the good work of preaching the
message of Life." This was carried out during the uncertain period when the Japanese
army was drawing ever closer and "US mails and newspaper stopped coming in."
John Sung certainly understood his mission well as he entered areas that faced
impending occupation. He ministered to a people besieged by fear, among whom were
many fleeing refugees who had lost their homes and loved ones (l963b:62). He was able
to lead many to conversion while building up faith of the believers. He told a gathering
in 1938 that 6,000 were "blessed and saved" during the four months he had spent in the
north (1963b:37).
Has to locate his family. John Sung had to make a big detour in his return trip to
Shanghai. By January 1938, the Japanese forces had seized major transportation lines
between Shanghai and central China. He had to travel south to Hong Kong first and from
there took a boat to Shanghai.
Sung arrived in Shanghai on January 30, 1938, which was the first day of the
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Lunar New Year. It took him a while to locate his family. A letter from his wife stated
that the Japanese army had already occupied the part of Shanghai where their home was
located. That was the last letter he had gotten, more than two months ago.
Sung found the family at a temporary housing in a school premise. As it turned
out, everything they owned was lost, except the few cases of belongings Mrs. Sung took
with her. When the whole family was evacuating, she took her four children, who ranged
in ages from six-months to eight-years old, to seek shelter in a kindergarten. Even there,
the children barely escaped injury when a bomb exploded nearby and shattered windows
of the building (Song 2006:330).
To Fujian, French Indochina, and Yunnan
In spite of the war condition, John Sung set out on a preaching tour from early
March until mid-August 1938. Perhaps he was compelled to reach as many and as far as
he could because of the war.
Northern Fujian ministries. Sung worked in and near the city of Fuzhou during
the first leg of the present tour. These were Changle, Luoyuan, Lianjiang, Xiapu,
Minqing, and Fuzhou. Except for Fuzhou, he ventured to areas he had not visited before.
As usual, he spent between 7 to 10 days in each city. The meetings were well attended,
some reaching a thousand or more.
A report representative of Sung's ministry of this period came from Minqing. In
a May 12, 1938 letter, Edna Jones of the WFMS wrote of the "great event" of Sung's
visit. The attendees came from different churches and packed the nightly services to
beyond capacity. The missionary mentioned the results of the meetings: many were
converted, and "many more who had been nominal Christians have been revived and
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brought into vital relationships with Christ," including pastors, Bible women, and
teachers (Jones 1938:1-2).
Ordained as an Elder of the Methodist Episcopal Church. Sung was in Fuzhou
from April 25 to May 7, 1938. The attendance reached over 2,000 in the evening
services. Reportedly, more than 1,400 were blessed in the meetings (Song 2006:333).
The highlight of the meeting was the ordination of John Sung as an elder of the Methodist
Church. Bishop John Gowdy officiated the ordination.
The ordination was certainly a good indicator that John Sung's purposeful
"change" he mentioned in January of 1937 was confirmed by leaders of his own
denomination. It corresponded well to Mrs. Lucille Jones' report that Sung had become
"much gentler," as mentioned earlier. The approval was most rewarding, as it came from
his hometown folk; the ordination was nominated and approved in the Hinghwa Annual
Conference of 1937 (HAC 1937:121, 134-135).
It appeared that Sung was trying to build bridges now, as opposed to what he did

when he first returned from America. The bestowed approval was most likely also due to
the great results of Sung's revival ministry in Hinghwa the year before.
The above assessment is supported by an interesting account made to the Board of
Foreign Missions of the Methodist Episcopal Church in November 1938. The reporting
secretary mentioned that, "Until recently he [Sung] was a critic of the church and of
missionaries, but he has now publicly withdrawn those criticisms and has been ordained
an elder in the Hinghwa Annual Conference" (Diffendorfer and Shaw 1938: 137).
Apparently, Sung became "much gentler" before the ordination.
John Sung mentioned very little about his ordination by the Methodist Church.
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Even in his narrated memoir, he simply said, "a missionary came from Hinghwa to
observe the ceremony," without even a hint anywhere of what ceremony he was referring
to (Sung 1967:102). It could be that he saw himself an evangelist whose ministry
surpassed denominational lines. Even today, most Chinese Christians would reverently
remember him as "Dr. Sung."
Last boat out of Xi amen May 11, 1938. John Sung left Fuzhou for Xiamen on
May 7 in order to sail from there to French Indochina on the same day. However, he
ended up staying a few days in Xiamen, as he had missed the boat because of a travel
delay (Sung 1967: 103). Instead, he led services in Xi amen on Sunday, May 8. He stayed
until he could sail on the next boat out to Hong Kong on the morning of May 11. That
same day, Japanese forces attacked Xiamen. Japan formally occupied the city on May 12
(Sung 2006:334; Tong 1947:709).
Goes to French Indochina. John Sung worked for one month in French Indochina
(now Vietnam) after a brief visit to Hong Kong. He visited four cities: Hanoi, Vinhlong,
Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City), and Da Nang (formerly Tourane). He traversed nearly
the entire length of the French colony from north to South and then back north again so
that he could enter Yunnan Province from the northern border of the colony. That
amounted to about 1450 kilometers (900 miles) or more of travel by train each way.
Leaves a lasting impact. After a slightly uneventful work in Hanoi, the capital
city, Sung travelled via train to the southern part of French Indochina. He visited
Vinhlong, Saigon, and Da Nang. The greatest outcome was by far his visit to the
regional Annamese General Conference of the Christian and Missionary Alliance
(C&MA) Mission in Vinhlong, a city about 140 kilometers (87 miles) to the south of
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Saigon.
John Sung's work among the C&MA leaders sparked a revival that brought forth
much fruit. Mrs. D. I. Jeffrey 138 of the C&MA Mission gave a substantial report on John
Sung in The Alliance Weekly, a missionary reporting magazine of the same denomination
(1938). Accordingly, the pastors and leaders continued to carry out revival similar to that
which Sung brought. Mrs. Jeffrey provides an important piece of information on why the
results of Sung's ministry "will count through eternity" (1938:744). Reportedly, John
Sung told the listeners he did not come to their conference as a Bible teacher, which
would require his presence with them every year. Instead, Sung told them, "I have come
to give you power. When you are filled with the Holy Ghost, you will not need any man
to teach you" (Jeffrey 1938:745). Since these listeners were pastors and key leaders
coming from the whole region, they brought the revival fire to many parts of the French
colony.
In Jeffrey's words, "We praise God for the truly marvelous transformation in the
lives of many of our Saigon Christians who are now witnessing in the liberty and power
of the Holy Ghost. The result has been scores of new believers during the past weeks"
(Jeffrey 1938:745). The impression one gets from the report was, the C&MA field was
transformed because the Holy Spirit had infused the Christian leaders with power and
passion for evangelism and sanctified living.
The result of this revival was both widespread and deep. By the end of the year,
another report says that,

138 Not to be confused with another C&MA missionary, R.A. Jaffray, who had also worked in French
Indochina after serving 35 years in South China. By the time of Sung's visit, Rev. Jaffray had started
pioneer missionary work in the Dutch Indies (Indonesia), whose path Sung will cross in 1939 (see Smalley
1998:327).
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The number of preaching centers has greatly increased, and eleven new churches
have become self-supporting. One thousand and thirteen new converts have been
baptized, and more than five thousand have prayed the penitent's prayer. The
church offerings have increased more than forty per cent, and the spiritual life of
the Christians is on a higher place. (CR 1940: 334)
The same report goes on to say, "[A] large factor in bringing about these good
results was the meetings held by Dr. Sung, a Spirit-filled evangelist from China, in all
three Annamese Districts. They were attended by thousands, and thousands were at the
altar for salvation, sanctification, healing, and the fullness of the Holy Spirit" (CR
1940:334).
The revival Sung brought to the Vietnam field left such an indelible mark that
leaders recalled his 1938 visits during times of awakening years later. In 1955, Rev. D.l.
Jeffrey (1955:9) mentioned, "Not since 1938 when Saigon was visited by the noted
Chinese evangelist, Dr. John Sung, has this city known the moving of God's Spirit" such
as the one brought on by two American evangelists. Another report in 1974 mentioned
that Vietnamese pastors were saying their January 1974 conference "was marked by the
greatest manifestation of the Spirit's working in their midst since the days of the great
awakening under then ministry of Dr. John Sung in the late 1930s (Mangham 1974: 17).
The revival of 1938 through Sung's ministry was certainly ingrained in the history of
Vietnamese Christianity.
One of the significant outcomes of Sung's visit was the spawning of new
churches that came about through the effective work of the witnessing bands. C&MA
missionary W. A. Pruett (1942:792) reported, "Out in Indo-China, as soon as folk have
definitely accepted Christ as their personal Savior, their responsibility of witnessing for
Christ and of winning their own people to Him is impressed upon them." The key here,
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however, was the active involvement of missionaries and pastors in the program. The
result was one of the most impressive witnessing bands that Sung established. The
witnessing bands continued to be a force of the C&MA churches in Vietnam well into the
1970s (see Hunt 1964:10-11; Rexilius 1971:16-17). In 1966, The Alliance Witness
(1966:20) reported the following, "In Viet Nam the witnessing bands, begun in 1938
through the ministry of John Sung, have been the means of starting many churches."
It appeared that the C&MA missionaries were most sympathetic with John Sung's

ministry and practices, as well as his theological outlook. They provided the much
needed follow-up to the revival. One important aspect was the training and supervision
of the witnessing bands so that "the soldiers of the cross triumphantly carry the battle into
the enemy's territory" (Hunt 1964: 10). The missionaries and pastors provided the
leadership backbone of the witnessing bands.
The results of Sung's month-long visit to Vietnam was most impressive,
especially since it was his only visit to the French colony. It is no wonder that Mrs.
Jeffrey (1938:744) said, "Dr. Sung has come and gone, but the results of his ministry will
count through eternity."
Yunnan Province. Due to the mountainous terrains in west China, the easiest
access into Yunnan Province was by railroad through French Indochina. John Sung
travelled northward after his visit to Da Nang, a coastal city near the mid-section of
Vietnam. He was in Yunnan Province for nearly seven weeks, from June 18 to August 4,
1938, and visited Kunming, Chuxiong, Dali, and Yaoan.
Sung's travel in the area was arduous and slow because of the rugged terrains in
this region. Aside from Kunming, which was then a moderate-sized city, the other places

350
he visited were all in remote locations further out west. Part of the route involved
mountain trekking. Sung had to travel by "bamboo sedan-chair," which was a light
wicker-chair slung between two light bamboo poles, lifted by two carriers.
Mrs. G. E. Metcalf of CIM reported that after Sung's visit, "The churches of
Kunming, the Yunnan capital, have been stirred up as they never have been before.
Three tribal Christians belonging to the Lisu attended the meetings and on their return
have been used to stir up the Lisu church. The Spirit is working and there has been much
confession of sin followed by a new zeal for the salvation of the lost" (Lyall 1956: 163).
Sung was most touched in this journey by the lives and ministries of missionaries
and Chinese workers. Most were female workers who gave their lives to God to work in
one of the most remote regions in China. AllIed simple and austere lives, working in
areas without city amenities. One of these was Miss Cornelia Morgan, an American
missionary who had worked in Yunnan for over twenty years when Sung visited. She
founded the Mid-Yunnan Bethel Mission, which was loosely affiliated with the Bethel
Mission of Shanghai. 139 By all accounts, Miss Morgan was a feisty missionary totally
immersed in the work and the local culture. She shared the tough life of the minority
groups she ministered to for decades. Reportedly, Morgan was so "Chinese" that her
spoken English was almost unintelligible (Hughes 1929: 17; T'ien 1993: 137). Sung
(I 967: 106-108) was most touched by her fearless determination in setting up the mission

in and around Chuxiong.

139 Cornelia Morgan started her mission work in Yunnan since the mid-1910s. She temporarily lost her
sight due to eye disease after more than 10 years in the field, which brought her to Shanghai in 1928 to seek
medical attention. Apparently by chance, she went to the Bethel Hospital and while there, became friends
of Dr. Mary Stone and Miss Jennie Hughes. From 1929 onwards, the Bethel Mission in Shanghai began
sending Christian workers to assist Morgan's work in Yunnan. By mid-1930s, the Mid-Yunnan Bethel
Mission was staffed with five missionaries and five Chinese workers, operating six mission stations
(Boynton & Boynton 1936: 126; Bethel Mission 1928, 1929).
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The meetings in Dali lasted two weeks but were sparsely attended because of
heavy rain from a typhoon (Contento 1988: l33). Sung preached three times a day,
although the attendance ranged from 50 to slightly over 100. Paul A. Contento, CIM
missionary who was temporarily stationed in Dali, hosted Sung. Contento told how his
life and ministry were transformed because of the Chinese evangelist. He said that one
day, Sung invited the missionaries to meet him because he wanted to pray for them. "We
met and he asked us to kneel down. There was no excitement. I was not feeling
anything, then suddenly he put his hands on my head and said, 'In the name of Jesus, be
filled with the Holy Spirit.' Suddenly, I felt an electric shock go right through me from
my head to my feet. I began to tremble and the shock waves continued for some time"
(1988:l34).
Following that experience, Contento claimed he had been a different person. He
began to preach with zeal and love, not out of duty as before. Years later, Contento
(1988: 134) said, "It is over 40 years since that experience, but even now, when my mind
goes back to that experience, I feel a new urge to witness at every opportunity. It has
been a driving force in my life." Sure enough, Paul Contento, together with others,
pioneered student ministries which led to widespread college revivals in war-time and
post-war China (Yu 2006:239).
Thailand, Singapore, Malaya, and Indonesia
John Sung stayed in Shanghai slightly over a month after his longjoumey to
French Indochina and Yunnan Province. He led a Bible revival meeting in Shanghai and
started to get ready for a long trip ahead of him. He set off on September 1938 for
Thailand via Hong Kong. For nearly four months, he visited a cluster of cities and towns
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in Thailand, and then Singapore and Indonesia.
First mission to the Kingdom of Siam. John Sung arrived in Bangkok on the
evening of October 5, 1938. 140 He started his month-long Thailand campaign at the
historic Maitrichit Chinese Baptist Church (Xinlian Tang), which reputedly was "the
world's first Protestant Chinese Church" (Persons n.d.; Latourette 1917: 107). First
organized in 1837 through Rev. William Dean of the American Baptist Mission, it was
primarily a Teochew-speaking (Chaozhou dialect) church comprised mostly of Chinese
immigrants from Northern Guangdong Province. Both missionaries and Chinese
believers were receptive to Sung's ministry. Reportedly, about 300 were converted out
of this church alone (Song 2006:346).
After that, Sung went on to preach in four other centers in Thailand. The next
was the Presbyterian Church, also in Bangkok. Rev. Boon Mark Gittisarn, a Thai
national who kept up close contact with Sung afterward, was associated with this church.
After this, from October 11 to 19, 1938, Sung preached in Sathorn, a suburb of Bangkok
(Chrisman 1939:154). Between the third and fourth week, he was in Nakhon Pathom,
about 80 kilometers (50 miles) west of Bangkok. The last center Sung visited took him
about 800 kilometers (500 miles) south of the capital city to Trang, which is located on
the west coast of the upper Malay Peninsula.
In several centers, Sung needed two interpreters, one into Siamese and the other
into a local Chinese dialect. In Sung's account, some Siamese from Buddhist
background were converted (Song 2006:346). Rev. R. M. Chrisman ofC&MA reported

140 The date and some travel details of Sung's present trip to Thailand were taken from letters of Margaret
C. McCord and Kru Sook to Kenneth and Margaret Landon. John Sung's original journal covering this
period was lost, thus some details of the last quarter of 1938 in most extant publication were a little sketchy
(Landon 1938; Song 2006:345).
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the results of the Sathom meetings: "169 saved, many healed, 78 lives dedicated for
service, 31 Gospel bands organized. A medical missionary was filled with the Spirit"
(1939: 154). Chrisman also reported favorable comments of some missionaries that "they
have seen nothing compare with this revival in 35 to 60 years of service in Siam."
Another missionary reported that some of her Bible students travelled 400
kilometers (249 miles) to attend the Sung meetings in Bangkok. Mrs. Voth, also of
C&MA, noted that "many young Siamese consecrated their lives for the Lord's service"
(Voth 1939:170).
A few weeks after Sung's 1938 Thailand visit, Presbyterian missionary Margaret
C. McCord wrote to Kenneth and Margaret Landon in the United States. The Landons
were missionaries stationed in Trang, Thailand. They had been on furlough in Chicago
since 1937. Incidentally, Margaret Landon was most known for her book, Anna and the

King afSiam (1944).141 McCord told of the "showers of blessings" that "had given
meaning to our life and work here" (McCord 1938). She wrote about Sung's sermons
that emphasized on the new birth, cleansing from sin, baptism of the Holy Spirit, and
mobilization of the laity. One of the most moving scenes came on the last day, where
"all leaders including elders, deacons, and missionaries were called to the platform and
an appeal was made to the congregation to uphold the leaders." McCord reported, "The
response was marvelous," and "things are different now" (McCord 1938).
Pastor Sook Pongnoi, a Thai national who ministered in Trang, said right after the
Sung meetings that his church was "on fire by the work of the Holy Spirit" and that he
had never seen "such a big revival

in any church of Siam" (Soak 1938). Pastor Soak

141 The highly acclaimed Broadway musical, The King and J, was an adaptation of Margaret Landon's
novel, Anna and the King o/Siam. It was later put on screen under the same title as the Broadway show.
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openly admitted his sagging commitment to win souls and having beaten his wife while
he was an acting pastor of the Second Church in Bangkok (Sook 1938).
Pastor Sook (1938) testified,
Thank the Lord that I can see myself now and am able to see many things which
were very wrong in me and I did not know. Eight years ago I beat my wife when
I was an acting pastor of the Second Church of Bangkok and I thought that I was
right to beat her. But now I can see very plainly after I got the meaning of Jesus's
[sic] Cross. After my confession in the church one of my congregation went back
home and confessed his sin to his wife.
Reportedly, after one Sunday afternoon meeting, "many reserved ladies sang along the
road with joy like a drunkard. They talked and talked about their new life. Many testify
about the healing [of] their sickness[ es]. The power of God can be felt and seer n] right
here in Trang. Pentecostal power and miracles are not out of date in the age of Science"
(Sook 1938).
John Sung might have entertained the thought ofleading a month-long Bible
Institute in Thailand, one similar to what he did in Hangzhou and Xiamen. Pastor Sook
Pongnoi concluded his report saying, "We are praying that Dr. Sung will come back to
give us Bible study in April for the whole month. We want some spiritual food to keep
us going. We want to study from Genesis to Revelation and be able to study Bible by
ourselves after that. Pray and wait" (Sook 1938).
Singapore and Malaya. John Sung returned to Singapore on November 5, 1938.
After leading a ten-day series aimed at building up the believers' faith and walk, he
traveled through the Malay Peninsula (West Malaysia) for the next eight weeks. The
cities he visited included Batu Pahat, Seremban, Penang, Taiping, Sitiawan, Ipoh,
Segamat, and Kuala Lumpur. All these cities were on the main transportation lines on
the west coast of the Peninsula, where most Chinese immigrants settled.
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Visits to Java, Indonesia. After the Kuala Lumpur campaign, John Sung flew to
Surabaya in Indonesia's most populous island, Java, via Jakarta. In seven weeks from
January 13 to March 3, 1939, Sung preached in six cities: Surabaya, Madiun, Solo,
Magelang, Bandung, and Jakarta (Batavia).
John Sung stirred up the Chinese church in the Dutch colony. Upon his arrival on
Friday of January 13, 1938, Sung told his Surabaya audience of his demanding schedule.
He announced that he would preach twenty-two messages within that week, which meant
three times a day from morning till evening. This was met with disbelief from the pastors
and leaders, for most Chinese had to be at work during weekdays. In fact, most owned
businesses. After the first night, however, Sung changed their attitude. The church was
packed to capacity days and nights, even during the weekdays. Chinese shopkeepers
closed their shops and came to listen, and it was quite a sight in Surabaya that whole
week to see rows and rows of shops closed with a notice, "Closed for the week - Mission
Campaign" (Koch 1970:55-56).
At the close of the Surabaya meetings, Sung reported 652 were blessed, including
those newly converted, and 53 evangelistic bands were formed (Song 2006:353). The
same results were replicated in all the other cities he visited. In Jakarta, Sung reported
that 800 were converted. Also in Jakarta, nearly 300 Dutch Christians were challenged
by Sung to form 46 evangelistic teams (Song 2006:356). Based on Dutch missionary
Cornelie Baarbe's account (1949), Lyall reported that "the historic Portuguese church
was filled every night with two thousand people" (1964: 135).
Most Dutch missionaries in Java were of the Reformed tradition. Initially, almost
all had reservation about John Sung's pulpit mannerism and the practice of faith healing.
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Representative of the reaction of this group was missionary Cornelie Baarbe of Central
Java. Lyall (1964: 129,134) explained how Baarbe's initial skepticism was turned to
enthusiastic support when she saw God's mighty work through Sung. That happened
when she witnessed the healing of her own coworkers and the many changed lives as a
result ofthe revival. She wrote about Sung's ministry in Java, which was published ten
years later in Dutch, Dr. Sung, een reveil op Java (Dr. Sung, a Revival in Java).
Reportedly, she wrote, "We dare say that the Chinese churches in Java are still alive
today only through the blessing of the revival brought by Dr. Sung" (Lyall 1964: 140). In
Sung's account, one unnamed missionary objected to his work, who might well be
Baarbe, turned around to persuade other Dutch missionaries who previously had a low
regard for his work (Song 2006:353-354). Commenting on Sung's Jakarta ministry, Dr.
Van Doom said, "It is like the revival in Wales" (Lyall 1964: 135).
Obviously, Sung was greatly encouraged with the work in Java. He promised the
leaders that he would return to further train the Christians and the new converts.
Revival meetings in Singapore. John Sung got into Singapore, which had become
a base of his operation in Southeast Asia. He led a series of revival meetings at a
Presbyterian Church. The attendance for the evening services reached about a thousand.
Sung reported 339 conversions and many cases of healing (Song 2006:356). Having
completed this extended journey in Southeast Asia, Sung returned to Shanghai around
mid-March, 1939.
Final Expedition to Southeast Asia
As the Sino-Japanese War waged on, Shanghai was cut off from the Chinese
hinterland, as major transportation lines were controlled by the Japanese invaders.
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However, international travel by sea was still opened to Shanghai, as foreign residents in
the city were considered neutral entities by Japan before the Pearl Harbor attack. John
Sung took this little window of opportunity to make yet another trip to Southeast Asia
from mid-May 1939 to mid-January 1940. Incredibly, just as his health condition
deteriorated much in this trip, Sung's travel was the most intense and covered almost the
length and breadth of the Southeast Asian region.
Thailand from north to south. In two months and eleven days, from May 25 to
August 2, 1939, John Sung traversed the length of Thailand from north to south (Song
2006:359-360). The furthest reach in the north took him to Chiangrai, near the border
crossings with Burma and Laos, an area commonly referred to as the Golden Triangle.
The southern-most reach was Trang, about 100 kilometers (62 miles) from the border of
Thailand and Malaya. Besides Chiangrai and Trang, Sung visited Chiang Mai, Lampang,
Prae (or Phrae), Nan, Phitsanulok, Phetchaburi, Nakhon Si Tammarat, and Bangkok. 142
Sung began his work from the north at the city of Chiang Mai. The response was
most enthusiastic. According to a report, "at least 1,000 attended each of the meetings,"
and a total of 1,057 people confessed their sins in answer to the altar call (MRW
1939:579). Sung recorded that 848 were definitely blessed and 50 dedicated themselves
(Song 2006:357).
The results were repeated in all other centers. Besides the well-attended
meetings, excellent numbers were reported on conversion and consecration for full-time

142 A 1939 report in The Missionary Review o/the World recorded the first half of Sung's present travel,
which matched the sequence in Sung's account: "Chiengrnai [Chiang Mai], Lampang, Chiengrai
[Chiangrai], Prae, Nan, and Pitsanuloke" (MR W 1939:579). Readers of the Journal Once Lost (2008)
should note the translator's incorrect renderings for the cities ofPrae, Nan, and Pitsanuloke. In the Chinese
version of the published diary, the name for Pitsanuloke (of Phitsanul ok) was written in reverse in the
Chinese characters, which should be 'Pengshiluo' (Song 2006:358-359).
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service. Many responded to the call to take part in the gospel bands. There were also
reports on many committing to become "unpaid preachers" (MRW 1939:579).
The long travels and intense schedule must have taken a toll on Sung's health.
About a month into the Thailand tour, Sung began reporting that he was physically
weakened (Song 2006:358-359). Although he did not specify the problem, it must have
been due to the same issue with anal fistula, as reported earlier. This can be seen when
Sung said the extreme pain he felt forced him to seek medical attention when he was
ministering in Trang on July 18, 1939. Apparently, a minor surgery was performed to
release the blocked fistula. In spite of this, he still kept his daily meeting schedule (Song
2006:359).
John Sung concluded his Thailand visit in Bangkok. He led a Bible Exposition
Institute from July 22 to August 2, 1939. More than 700, including out-of-town
delegates, attended the meetings. With the messages translated into Siamese and
Teochew, Sung led the congregation through the study of Mark's Gospel, the Books of
Haggai, Obadiah, and Second Timothy.
When Sung reviewed his Thailand visit, he reported that more than 3,000 had
received blessings, 285 gospel bands were formed, and he had prayed for 1,500 for
healing. Also recorded was the organization of the Witnessing Bands of Siam, with Rev.
Boon Mark Gittisarn as President (Song 2006:361).
Rev. P. A. Voth, C&MA missionary stationed in Khon Kaen in East Thailand,
reported that several workers from his field who had attended Sung's Bible Exposition
lnstitute "returned home on fire for the Lord," apparently "filled with the Holy Spirit"
(1939:73). It was also reported that as a result of Sung's visit to Thailand, a "new spirit is
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seen in the Chinese Church" where denominational rivalries between three entities were
replaced with "co-operation" and "a new zeal in evangelism and a deepening of Christian
faith and life are evident" (International Review of Missions 1940:22).
The two visits of John Sung made a definite impact in the Thai church. In a
dissertation study on the history of church growth in Thailand, Alexander Garnett Smith
(1980) devoted almost a whole chapter on Sung's two visits in 1938 and 1939 and points
out that "probably the most important force that strengthened the Church in the preWorld War II decades was John Sung" (Smith 1980:361). Commenting on the revival
brought on by Sung's visit, Smith (1980:377) notes that, "The revivals were timely in the
history of the Thai and Chinese churches. Many who were or were to become key
leaders in the Church were converted from their nominality during these campaigns." It
was provisional that John Sung's visit preceded the Japanese war and occupation. Most
Christians who had received the blessing of the revival were those who stood fast through
the toughest time. Smith (1980:379) showed that John Sung brought to the Thai
Christians "spiritual stamina to face the conflict ahead."
Sung's influence on the leaders was of paramount importance to the vitality of the
Thai Church. Smith (1980:377) mentions especially Pastor Sook Pongnoi's example as
an important leader fully revived during Sung's 1938 visit, as mentioned earlier.
According to Sook, the reviving under Sung built up his faith and kept him true even
during times of intense persecution during the war. Smith (1980:377) points out, "He
later became a leading conference speaker, a keen evangelist, and a noted radio pastor.
His name was a household word in Thai Christian homes and in many non-Christian
ones, too, because of his wide ministry. He attributed it all to God through John Sung."
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In a separate study, Samuel Kim (1974:58) opines, "I am convinced that his
[Sung's] revival ministry drew the largest crowds, won the largest number of converts
and was most effective in Thai church history. His was a truly great contribution to the
spiritual groundwork for church growth in Thailand. (We notice that the Thai Church
grew rapidly in 1938 to 1955 from the number 8,413 to 16,800)." Not only was the
church growth phenomenon in Thailand related to John Sung (Kim 1974:59), but
actually, all the cities that he visited reported significant growth in Christian
memberships.
Smith's study shows that while Sung's ministry impacted both the Chinese and
Thai church, his "Billy Sunday" style was offensive to "Thai decorum, quietness of spirit
and 'coolness of heart'" (1980:375). Smith further notes that those most impacted were
from Chinese or Siamo-Chinese backgrounds.
In delineating Sung's effectiveness as an evangelist, Smith (1980:379) aptly
summarizes, "Thus the effects of John Sung were converting nominal Christians,
renewing potential leaders, checking decline in 'new members received,' and imparting
spiritual stamina to face the conflict ahead."
Final push to the uttermost. John Sung travelled through Indonesia for nearly
three months from mid-August to early November, 1939. He preached in six centers on
Java Island before making his way eastward by sea to Makassar in Sulawesi and Ambon
in the Moluccan (Maluku) Islands, commonly known also as the Spice Islands. The latter
was nearly 2,000 kilometers (about 1,250 miles) away from the port of Surabaya, which
is longer than the distance between Singapore and Hong Kong. All the towns Sung
preached in during this visit, apart from Surabaya, had not been visited by him in the
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spring of 1939.
During the first two months, Sung traveled from West to East Java, preaching at
Bogor, Cirebon, Semarang, Yogyakarta, Purworejo, and Surabaya. Building upon his
last visit, the present tour brought on the fire of revival to the whole island. Most likely,
Sung had become a household name by now. On top of that, the witnessing bands set up
during the last visit had been diligent in their evangelizing efforts. In Bogor, the first
town Sung visited, a mat-shed was erected to hold 2,000 for a church with a seating
capacity of 72. Most likely, many who attended must have come from nearby cities such
as Jakarta. Sung reported that 970 people repented. The Chinese term that Sung used
could mean conversion of new believers or Christians who confessed their sins. It was
most likely a combination of both, a collection of all who had written down their brief
conversion stories or confessions, so that Sung could pray for them individually after the
meetings.
The great response in numbers was reported throughout the Java visit. Attendees
in mUltiple thousands and responses that averaged 1,000 marked the present tour. In
Surabaya, where Sung concluded his Java series, a 2,600-seat make-shift tent was packed
beyond capacity. Reportedly, the people came from at least 37 towns across Java to
attend this meeting, and those who were converted numbered about 1,400 (Song
2006:364).
As successful as the meetings were, Sung's physical condition continued to
deteriorate rapidly soon after he began the Java campaign. While visiting the second
center, Cirebon, in August 1939, Sung reported that there was a huge abscess or sore on
his body. The language was ambiguous but hinted that it was a recurring issue.
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Apparently, the anal fistula had flared up again, as Sung's description could refer to a
problem related to the digestive and excretory systems of the body. He said that the food,
probably referring to the Indonesian cuisine, did not exactly agree with his stomach
(Song 2006:361). On several occasions from this time on, Sung said that he was so weak
physically that he had to speak while seated (Song 2006:362, 366). It must have been
excruciatingly painful toward the end of this campaign, as Sung wrote in his diary at one
point, "Oh Father, such pain must be rare in this world

. I realized it would really be a

joy to leave this world" (Song 2006:367).
After the Java meetings, Sung sailed from Surabaya at the end of September for
Makassar on the Celebs Islands. He entered into C&MA field once again, where the
mission was headed by missionary pioneer Rev. Robert A. Jaffray. Sung led meetings at
the Bible School and the Makassar Tabernacle. He told of change of attitudes in the
missionaries as the meetings progressed; from opposition to being drawn to answer his
altar call (Song 2006:365). Sung reported that 859 repented and 100 had dedicated their
lives to become preachers.
The C&MA missionaries looked back to this definite blessing more than a year
later. In a report about C&MA work in the Netherlands East Indies, they recalled how
Sung's ministry capped their series of evangelistic efforts, "While during the last
campaign [when Sung visited] a climax was reached, when spiritual blessing flowed like
a river. Christians were revived, unconfessed sin was put away, and hundreds of souls
were converted. At that time, both Makassar Tabernacle and Bible School received the
greatest spiritual quickening yet experienced" (Mouw et al. 1941a:393).
It was here that Sung's impact on non-Chinese was most evident. Sung wrote
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about the great response to his ministry coming from natives, missionaries, and even
Dutch nationals in his diary (Song 2006:364-365). This claim was supported by
missionary reports, especially on Sung's decided influence on more than 200 of the Bible
School students, many from tribal groups across a large part of Indonesia. One such
student was a "fiery chap, and was greatly blessed during the meetings of Dr. Sung," who
happened to be a headman in his Dyak (Dayak) village in East Borneo. Reportedly, after
the Sung meetings, he was so gripped to reach his family and the whole village for Christ
that he made a hasty return to entreat his family members to receive the gospel message
(Post 1940:681). One of Sung's new converts started a Bible study class and led 16 to
confess Christ within a few months (Kemp 1940:35).
Sung arrived in Ambon, about 590 nautical miles (1,090 kilometers) away from
Makassar on October 17, 1939. At this time, Pentecostal missions were most well
established on the island. Sung made acquaintance with Mr. and Mrs. Ralph M.
Devin,143 independent Pentecostal missionaries who had come to Ambon from Seattle in
1938. An interesting theological discussion ensued. Sung mentioned the differences in
their understanding on the gift of the Holy Spirit. According to Sung, Devin stressed as
essential the Pentecostal experience and tongues. But Sung disagreed and replied that it
was more important to pursue holiness and love (Song 2006:366). It appeared that it was
a friendly exchange, as they both kept up communications after that (Song 2006:369).
It is obvious that Sung did not change the opinion of his new friends on

Pentecostal expressions. Five years after Sung's visit, Mrs. Devin (1945:2) wrote, "After
the revival meetings held in Amboina by Dr. John Sung of China, in which hundreds of

143

The name of Devin was misprinted as Deirin in both Chinese and English versions of The Journal Once

Lost (Song 2006, 2008).
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souls were saved, we did not cease to pray [for] God to fill them with the Holy Spirit."
The article titled "When Pentecost Came to the Moluccas" showed their insistence on the
Pentecostal experiences while hinting the alleged lack in Sung's understanding.
More than 1,000 attended Sung's meetings in Ambon. Sung reported that 675
answered the altar call. Weeks after he left the area, Sung was told that the revival fire
continued to bum in Ambon (Song 2006:366, 360).
On the way back to Singapore, Sung visited Makassar and Surabaya briefly. He
led a short series of meetings in both places. Having completed his work in Indonesia,
Sung bade farewell to the people of Surabaya in early November, 1939.
Although John Sung visited Indonesia very briefly for only several months, the
lasting impact he left on the Christian community was immeasurable. Kurt Koch, (1970)
who wrote The Revival in Indonesia, shows that John Sung's ministry in Java was one of
the contributing factors to the revival experienced by the Indonesian Church during the
turbulent time of the 1950s through 1960s. Robert Peterson, an OMF missionary who
had worked for years in Indonesia, wrote in the late 1960s that the impact of Sung's
ministry in Java "was immeasurable and the spiritual results remain to this day" (1968:8).
Koch notes in 1970s that "Even today, 30 years later, the effects of his [Sung's]
first missionary campaign in Java have not been erased. Many of the Chinese have
remained faithful followers of the Lord ever since that time" (1970:57-58). Apparently,
the people were not touched simply because of Sung's messages, but it was the powerful
work of the Holy Spirit through him that engendered life within his hearers. According
to one of Sung's interpreters, "There was nothing remarkable about the preaching style of
Dr. Sung. His repertoire of sermons was not large; his presentation, occasionally
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childlike, but a great power radiated from him and as his interpreter, I could feel the
effects of it upon myself' (Koch 1970:61).
According to Koch's analysis (1970), Sung's double-emphases on Bible teaching
and the work of the Holy Spirit, coupled with strong dependence on prayer, were key
ingredients to the revival in Indonesia.
One of the chief contributions of John Sung was his ability and insistence in
mobilizing the believers to form witnessing bands. It was indeed one of his "greatest
legacies in Indonesia," where the Christian community, rather than just the clergy,
became the main force of evangelization (Lewis 2003: 129). In 1970, Mrs. Lucille Jones,
who had known John Sung since his teenage years, told an interviewer that, "In the
Indonesian church he [Sung] practically is worshipped. The effect is still there" (Jones
1970:7).
Final months in Singapore and Malaya. After leading a week-long meeting in
Singapore from November 13 to 20, 1939, Sung went on a tour of the Malaya states.
Sung's travel took him to three places: Bentong, Klang, and Penang. He was obviously
in great pain during most of this time.
After spending a week in each of the first two centers, Sung stayed for nearly a
month in Penang. While there, a doctor who examined him found five fistulas. By this
time, Sung said the pain was so unbearable that he described it as a "hellish" experience
which affected his sleep (Song 2006:369). By December 15, he could only speak by
lying on a sofa. Apparently, the old abscess had flared up, and the doctor could only
cleanse the affected area (Song 2006:369).
Sung went back to Singapore on January 4, 1940. Four days later, he waved
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goodbye to those sending him off at the dock. John Sung promised that he would return
to lead meetings in Singapore and Indonesia later that year. After a brieflayover in Hong
Kong, he arrived back in Shanghai on January 18, 1940.

The Tomb Period: Pastoral Years (1940-1944)
John Sung's itinerant ministry ended in January 1940. According to the time
scheme mentioned in Chapter 4, he entered a new phase, the Tomb Period, of his ministry
life. As before, his coming to this stage was beset by circumstances beyond his control,
namely, his illness. Although he held out hope till nearly the end of 1940 for yet another
trip to Southeast Asia, it would never be. Unbeknown to him at this point in early 1940,
he would enter into a time of intense physical pain and agony. It would still be a time of
ministry, just not an itinerant one. Many might see Sung as having reached the pinnacle
of his ministry prior to 1940. As we shall see, 1940 was just the beginning as Sung's
ministry reached an ultimate height.
Divine Healing or Surgery?
John Sung returned to his family on January 18, 1940. His family must have been
shocked to see his wearied form. He had lost much weight due to his illness and had a
constant feeling of nausea. The nearly seven-month tour to Southeast Asia had taken a
toll on Sung's body. The flaring up of his old fistula problem was torturous and painful
right from the beginning of the trip, which nearly immobilized him in December of 1939.
He had to speak while seated on several occasions during the final two months. Once,
the pain was so intense that he found respite only when he spoke "in a kneeling position"
(Lyall 1964: 144).
One ofthe immediate questions John had was, should he seek divine healing or
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surgical help? He must have prayed for healing but felt that God wanted him to be
humble, much like Paul having a thorn in the flesh. Yet he had never given up hope.
However, the intense pain he was suffering did not allow time for him to wait too long.
One who made regular visits to the Sung residence noted his suffering and heard him
groan with pain frequently (Lyall 1964:144).
John's loved ones as well and friends had suggested that he seek medical help.
When his mentor, Rev. Tang Renxi, thus suggested (Song 2006:374-375), Sung still
insisted on seeking healing. In fact, he requested that Rev. Zhu Guishen pray on his
behalf (Song 2006:375). Sung in fact followed the pattern he outlined for those in his
healing services by listing out his confession. Among many others, he confessed to
having lost his temper when he felt interrupted by children during services. He also
confessed to have made over-exaggerations in his messages in an effort to win souls, as
well as having "stolen God's glory" due to his ministry successes (Song 2006:375).
However, the healing he sought never came. It would be a good two months of
persuading by those around him, plus Sung's own seeking of God's will. The final push
came from Mrs. Wang Mingdao's visit. Mr. Wang was by now a well-respected
Christian leader and a good friend of John Sung's. Sung was pleased to hear the Biblical
injunction from the lips of Mrs. Wang, who conveyed Pastor Wang's admonition, "Those
who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick" (Matthew 9: 12,
NKlV). On the same day of Mrs. Wang's visit, March 20, 1949, Sung checked into a
Shanghai hospital for the necessary surgery (Song 2006:376; Liu 1995:316).

It was but the beginning of a long series of surgeries. From March 1940 on, Sung
went through six surgeries before his death in August 1944. During one of these, he had
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to be hospitalized for six months. Song Tianying, the eldest daughter, said that John
Sung suffered intensely during the final years. She revealed that Sung was bedridden for
one and a half years towards the end of his life (Sung 1997a:iv; 1997b:iv).
John Sung's Health Problems
It will be helpful at this point to discuss Sung's ailment in order to get a better

picture of what happened from now until his death. This will allow us to understand the
nature of his ministry through a period of intense suffering and rapid decline of his
health.
Reported cause of death. Leslie Lyall, Sung's biographer, stated that Sung
suffered from cancer and tuberculosis, but he did not reveal the source of his information
(Lyall 1964: 146). After John Sung's death, Mrs. Sung said in a letter that her husband
had suffered from "bone tuberculosis" (Yu 1946:1). It is an inflammatory disease of
bone which often attacks both bones and joints simultaneously, seemingly more common
before the introduction of antibiotic treatment (Adler 2000: 144).
In the published diary, Song Tianzhen mentioned that her father had suffered
from tubercular hemorrhoids (Song 2006:428).144 This is likely an inaccurate rendering.
It should be tubercular fistula instead. Certainly during Sung's time, fistula-in-ano, or

commonly known as anal or perianal fistula, was regarded by medical professionals as
closely associated with tuberculosis (Gant 1921 :368). In this case, it would be an extrapulmonary form of tuberculosis. Indeed, in December 1940, Sung was informed at the
Peking Union Medical College Hospital that the fistula was tubercular but the bone was
free from tuberculosis (Sung 1991:4). That, however, was more than three years before
144 The word "fistula" appeared only once in the published diary, when a Penang doctor found five fistulas
on Sung (Song 2006:368). Other places have it as hemorrhoids when Sung's ailment was mentioned. It
could be that Sung himself stated it as such. Or, the compiler may have taken it to mean hemorrhoid.
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his death.
Hints from Sung's medical history. What Mrs. Sung and Song Tianzhen
mentioned correlated with Sung's medical history, especially his long-tenn suffering
because offistula-in-ano. Simply defined, anal fistulas are "tube like openings with one
end of the tube in the anal canal and the other end opening in the peri-anal skin. Fistulas
originate in crypts, diverticulitis, tumors, or the result of trauma, and are common in
patient with a history of recurring abscesses with drainage" (Michaud 2008: 130). The
condition became extremely painful when pus accumulated in the abscesses.
Sung had suffered anal fistula since his second year at Ohio Wesleyan. That is to
say, he had endured the pain associated with this disease for well over twenty years. It
was not hemorrhoid as reported by some, including in Sung's published diary. The
problem was first reported in 1921, when Sung suffered severe fever followed by a huge
abscess that developed near the buttocks. After the surgery, he received medical advice
that the problem would stay with him for life (Sung 1995a:41). He also revealed that
since that time, he suffered knife-piercing type pains several times a month in America,
especially when he overexerted himself (Sung 1995a:40). What Sung described: fever,
abscess, intense periodic pains, and it being a lifelong issue; were typical symptoms or
descriptions of anal fistula.
Sung's diary (Sung 1927), kept during his stay at the Bloomingdale Hospital,
provides yet further insight into his illness. Ironically, he received the best medical
attention during his months of confinement. On February 28, 1927, Sung was examined
in the operating room. He recorded that the fistula was "well examined and washed" and,
it was "one inch deep and a quarter inch thick." He mentioned that "Fistula has so far
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been the thermometer of my health for five years. The fistula was filled up whenever my
health was in poor shape" (Sung 1927).
Two days after the medical examination, on March 2, Sung said that the doctor
"opened the fistula for me. And it was a great relief." Barely a month later, Sung added
in his March 26, 1927 entry, "The tunnel was violently opened by Doctor and we learned
the value of Fasting as the means of strengthening to faith" (Sung 1927). Most likely,
Sung had his fistula surgically cleansed by the doctors regularly in the hospital. 145 More
than likely, Sung's condition was getting complicated due to the lack of medical attention
after his last surgery five years ago.
Refuses medical help. Andrew Gih and the members of the Bethel Band
undoubtedly knew about Sung's health condition. They travelled and stayed closely
together for well over two years. Gih (1963:2-3) said that John Sung's wound flared up
occasionally during their evangelistic tours, and invariably Sung would be in extreme
pain, accompanied by much drainage of pus. Gih and his colleagues tried to persuade
Sung to seek medical help from the Bethel Hospital. It could be most easily arranged,
since Dr. Mary Stone was also the Overseer of the Bethel Band. However, they were
unsuccessful in getting Sung to be cared for by the Bethel Hospital. According to Gih,
Sung reasoned that seeking medical help would be contradictory to God's healing of
others through Sung's prayers (Gih 1963:3).
Frank Ling, another of the Bethel team, explained how Sung took care of his
fistula problem. Ling, a fellow Fujianese and trusted confidante, was the only person
from the Bethel Mission to escort Sung and his family to the car when he was dismissed
by the mission (Schubert 1976:11). According to Rev. Moses Yu (2007), Frank Ling
145

I only have access to Sung's journal kept in English, from February 17 to April 9, 1927.
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mentioned personally to Yu that John Sung kept a sharp-edge stick during their travels.
Reportedly, Sung would puncture the built up abscess by himself, using the sharp stick.
This would relieve Sung from the intense pain when the pus began to drain. It explained
how Sung had been avoiding medical attention all those years.
Severe complications. It appeared that Sung was able to get temporary relief, but
the fistula was never attended to medically between 1928 and 1939. That was, until the
situation became so severe his "preferred method" with the sharpened stick could render
no more help. That was during his visit to Trang, Thailand in July of 1939 (Song
2006:359). In fact, Sung was miserable during much of the tour through Thailand. The
fistula must have gotten worse and extended deeper. Although Sung did not provide
detail of what was done by the Thai doctor, we could surmise from his brief visit that it
was an in-clinic procedure. The doctor could have surgically made an incision to open up
the abscess and surgically drained and cleansed the affected area. As such, it provided
only temporary relief. From then on, the condition deteriorated during the remainder of
1939, when we also saw tremendous success of Sung's ministry in Indonesia.
It was not until Sung reached Penang in December 1939 that we have obvious

hints of the seriousness of his condition. Dr. Huang Xiangmin found five fistulas, one of
which was especially deep. By this time, Sung was in so much pain and physically
weakened that he needed help in using the stairs. At one point, he preached from a
temporary cot from the podium (Song 2006:368-369).
The severity of Sung's illness became apparent after his two surgeries in
Shanghai, first in March and then in July of 1940. In March, the fistula was cleansed and
the pus inside surgically drained, which reportedly filled two kidney dishes (Song
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2006:376). Sung was hospitalized for about two months after that, mostly to allow the
wounds to heal. In July 1940, another surgery was performed. This time, the doctor had
to remove dead tissues and some decayed bone parts (Song 2006:383).146 Apparently,
the infection had gone much deeper by this time.
Multiple surgeries. Apparently, Sung's condition was stable after the July 1940
surgery. He even started making plan to revisit Southeast Asia and had in fact secured
travel visas by October. It was also at this time that he accepted the first invitation to
lead public meetings for a week at the Grace Church (Baptist) of Shanghai. It turned out
to be his last rally. Sung's fistula flared up on the second day of the week-long meetings.
He had to deliver the rest of his messages seated. An abscess appeared near the base of
his spine. Sung was advised to seek help at the Peking Union Medical College (PUMC)
Hospital. Apparently, it was thought that the drier air in Beijing would be better for the
healing of Sung's wounds.
John Sung was hospitalized for almost six months. He was operated on twice,
both times extremely painful (Sung 1991b:6-1O). Sung's condition improved after the
second surgery. After discharge from the hospital, he recuperated in a rented home in the
outskirts of Beijing, where he spent the rest of his time.
Seemingly, Sung continued to suffer pains and was never fully healed of his anal
fistula. In an October 1941 letter to Christians in Singapore, he mentioned that his health
had improved during the hospital stay, but one of the wounds remained unhealed (Song
2006:407). Although he was not as robust as before, he could still meet with people and
lead devotion, that is, until early 1943.

146 Sung's published diary mentions simply the removal of dead tissues and decayed bone without any
detail.
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The surgeries performed at PUMC Hospital must have temporarily arrested the
spread of the bone tuberculosis. But Sung's pain returned in vengeance in March of
1943. It was determined a fifth surgery was needed when his condition grew unbearable.
From that time on, Sung was in constant pain. The final surgery was performed in May
1944. By then, the fistula wound was reported to be the size of a human fist and about a
foot deep (Song 2006:428).
An embarrassing ailment. There must be more than one explanation to Sung's
refusing to seek medical attention. Most probably, there was an element of
embarrassment associated with fistula-in-ano (Marks, Chase, Mervine 1973:224).
Definitely, Sung had not mentioned his ailment in his sermons, thus few knew about it
when he was alive. Sung's explanation to Gih that it would be contradictory to the divine
healing through him was partially an excuse, not the only reason. In fact, Sung's action
showed inconsistency in his explanation. An interesting article on "faith healing"
mentioned that Sung the faith healer actually relied on a dentist to extract a decayed tooth
(Fan 1939:228). The author used it as illustration that seeking God's healing does not
necessarily rule out going to the doctor. The point was that Sung had no problem
receiving medical help in extracting a decayed tooth.
Sung's inconsistency could be seen in another occasion, in his response to
persuasions of friends to seek medical help in early 1940. The explanation that he gave
this time was that hospitalization would disrupt his established routine of Bible study and
journal keeping (Song 2006:375), apparently not the same argument he gave Andrew Gih
earlier. Was he still holding out hope that God would heal him, or was he simply
dragging his feet?
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Again, the element of shame and embarrassment might be an important reason.
Indeed, an ailment such as anal fistula would be regarded as an "unmentionable disease"
in the conservative Chinese culture. Although the term "Yinji" (hidden ailment) is a
euphemistic rendering for venereal disease, it is widely applied to any ailment that
involved body parts under the garment. Most conservative Chinese would not bring up
words such as hemorrhoid, incontinence, and constipation in a dignified conversation.
Instead, they would mention "hidden disease," leaving it to the imagination of the
listeners, who would politely stay away from further inquiry.
Tragic consequence of long-term neglect. Fistula-in-ano, though troublesome,
was a manageable health problem. Under proper medical care, it should not have caused
Sung's early death in 1944. Ultimately, the severity of his ilIness and his intense
suffering were caused by the long term neglect of a curable disease. In a research into the
fatal potential offistula-in-ano with abscess, a team of three medical doctors confirmed
"the debilitating nature of neglected fistula-in-ano, which can lead ultimately to death"
(Marks, Chase, Mervine 1973:230).
Had John Sung followed his doctor's advice to seek medical attention after his
1921 surgery, the anal fistula could be controllable. It would mean repeated surgeries to
properly drain the infection throughout his life. But his refusal to seek treatment had
allowed the tuberculosis to extend further. In the end, the harm wrought by the disease
was beyond medical help.
Sung died of tuberculosis of the bone, which was not treatable during his time.
Patients with tuberculosis generally died slowly, thus the disease was commonly known
as consumption. Coincidentally, effective medical treatment for tuberculosis was first
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administered in 1944, the same year of John Sung's death. 147
To be fair, Sung's full attention and energy were committed to his busy itinerating
work. He left little time to care for his own needs. However, it does not excuse his
responsibility of not taking good care of his body. Then again, he would probably
reasoned that spiritual matters are far more important that the physical. He did, however,
realize he needed medical help in order to continue doing what he wanted to do. Mrs.
Sung's letter mentioned that her husband endured many painful operations because he
was resolved to resume his work (Yu 1946:2). But this realization came too late. The
seemingly non-life-threatening fistula problem had already wrought serious harm to
Sung's body because of his long-term inattention.
John Sung's "Pastoral" Duties
John Sung did not allow his physical ailment to deter him from ministry. He took
on a pastoral role from then on until he was more or less "immobilized" from March
1943 till his death in August 1944. But until then, he was fully alert and able to minister
to others who came to seek his prayer and teaching.
A greatly chastened John Sung. Since his return from Southeast Asia in early
1940, Sung had become even more introspective. Especially in the repeated painful
episodes of his ailment and six surgeries, Sung took them as chastisement from God. In
chronicling his travel to and during his stay in the PUMe Hospital from November 1940
to March 1941, Sung described the ups and downs of his ordeals. There were times of
self-doubts as well as times of triumphs. At one point, when several people mentioned
the great work of the Holy Spirit in his past meetings, Sung asked himself, "If it was

147 The first effective antituberculosis treatment with streptomycin was administered to a human patient on
November 20,1944 (Zimmerman and Zimmerman 2003:74; NIH n.d.)
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possible for the Holy Spirit to work so mightily then, why not now?" (l997b: 11).
It was also at PUMC Hospital in Beijing that the Rev. Carl J. Gittenburg ofCIM

found John Sung to be a chastened and meek person. Gittenburg commented that, "Sung
spoke frankly of his own stubbornness and ill humor and expressed his belief that it was
for this that the Lord was disciplining him" (Lyall 1964: 146).
William Schubert (1976:70) provides a personal glimpse into this inner world of
Sung, when he visited Sung at the hospital in Beijing,
At that time he said to me with tears, "Oh, Mr. Schubert, God has been dealing
with me. God tells me that I have been too critical of missionaries." I replied,
"No, Dr. Sung, we needed it; I think it was of God that you found fault with us."
He insisted, "No, you left your homes and families, and your own land, and made
great sacrifices to preach the Gospel in China, and yet I criticized you." So he
said, "I ask you, on behalf of the missionaries, to forgive me."
In his diary, Sung was often self-critical. He was remorseful of his many
shortcomings, which he thought were stumbling blocks to the Chinese Church. One of
those he mentioned was his failure in providing a good model in his own family life
(Song 2006:403). On his fortieth birthday, September 27, 1941, he wrote,
"Read the second chapter of Acts of the Apostles this morning. Looking back, I
realize many areas of sinfulness in me over the last forty years: pride, inability to
work with others, lacking love, as well as many hidden sins. I just pray that the
fire of the Holy Spirit would burn away all my impurities, so that my love for
souls will continue to bum within me" (Sung 2006:404).
Intercessor par excellence. John Sung found a place for recuperation in
Xiangshan (Fragrant Hills) not long after his discharge from PUMC Hospital. A scenic
resort town, Xiangshan is about 30 kilometers (19 miles) from the city center of Beijing.
It is now part ofHaidian District of the capital city. On the second day after his move,

July 4, 1941, Sung started a daily intercession ministry (Sung 1998a: 189). He would
pray for Churches in China and Southeast Asia. In the set hour of prayer, he and some
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who accompanied him would pray specifically for Christians and leaders in places Sung
had ministered in.
Sometimes, Sung would narrate a letter to be sent to these centers. Rev. Moses
Yu heard one of these (Yu 2007). Yu was traveling through the city of Baoqing (now
Shaoyang) of Hunan and worshipped at a church during the Sino-Japanese War. Yu was
most impressed with the powerful spiritual message in John Sung's pastoral letter, and so
was the audience. It was masterfully put together, interwoven within it Scripture texts to
bring forth the message Sung was conveying. As the letter was read, the message of
encouragement and hope went into the hearts of those going through hardships of war
and fears. Yu said that few were the faces without tears as the letter was being narrated.
That was the Sunday sermon.
Horace S. Williams and two other missionaries visited John Sung on September
27, 1941. The guests were warmly welcomed and invited to join in kneeling to pray.
According to Williams (1978:5-6), Sung stopped everyone at 4:00 PM and announced,
"Today is my birthday, I was born 40 years ago today at exactly 4:00 O'clock in the
afternoon." Sung then told the guests how in a vision he saw three Western friends
"coming to call on" him. Williams was impressed by the fact that God had revealed to
Sung "that the most important ministry of the last days was prayer" (Williams 1978:6).
Sung told his visitors that he "was now too ill to travel, but not too sick to pray."
Williams explained how Sung carried out the intercessory work. "Thinking back over the
years when he could freely travel to Formosa, Singapore, and other parts of the Orient,
they would select a certain church, as the Holy Spirit so indicated. They would pray for
that church for one week, and then write them a letter, setting forth any exhortation the
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Spirit gave them. This they did week after week" (Williams 1978:6).
Sung studied the Bible and relied on the leading of the Holy Spirit to know God's
will. It was through this that he wrote out his pastoral letters. Apparently, these
messages were appreciated by the recipients. Letters of thanks came back, and "almost
invariably the answer would say that the exhortation given in the letter was exactly what
they needed" (Williams 1978:6). Thus Sung's ministry continued, providing spiritual
guidance and encouragement at a time when they were most needed.
Five months after Sung began his daily intercessory sessions, the Pacific War
erupted. On the same day Pearl Harbor was bombed, Japanese military power intensified
its offensive in much of Asia. On December 8, 1941, Japanese soldiers landed in
Bangkok, Malaya, and the Philippines. 148 One after another, the areas John Sung had
visited in Southeast Asia were attacked and eventually occupied. When the Japanese
armies took the Dutch Indies (Indonesia) on May 2, 1942, the bulk of Southeast Asia was
under Japanese control. Invariably, overseas Chinese in these areas took the brunt of
Japanese atrocities because of their strong support of resistance against Japanese forces in
China.
Spiritual communion and "eating" the scrolls. John Sung started regular studies
of the Bible in a group just as he began the intercessory ministry. He referred to these
studies as "eating the scrolls," meaning feeding on the Word of God (Sung 1995a:i).
After prayer and reading of the Scriptural text, Sung would share his insights. Based on
the studies, he would narrate allegorical stories on spiritual teaching and Christian
ministries. A small portion of the stories were published in the 1951 by Mrs. Sung when

148 Due to time difference, it was already December 8 in East and Southeast Asia when the attack on Pearl
Harbor took place on the morning of December 7, 1941.
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there was still relative freedom to do so in China (Sung 1988:iv; Lya111964:148).
The meditations of Sung were later compiled and published by his oldest
daughter, Song Tianying, in and after the 1980s. Tianying was imprisoned for nearly 20
years because of her Christian faith. After she gained her freedom, she started working
on the manuscripts. Based on notes taken during her father's Bible study and storytelling sessions, Hidden Manna (published in six volumes), Servants Fables, and Sung's
Fables were published (Sung 1991c; 1995b; 1996; 1997a; 1997b; 1998a). Some of the
meditations contain autobiographical accounts of Sung, mainly in dealing with his own
shortcomings. Most are allegorized spiritual teachings touching on topics such as faith,
Christian walk, sufferings, ministry, and so on. But the main focus was always on prayer,
Bible study, and the work of the Holy Spirit.
For Sung, prayer was not a magic formula, but a deep communion with God
through the Holy Spirit. It was always a deeper communion with God, an act of worship
seeking to know God's heart. Sung would have been impressed by one of his spiritual
heroes. It was said of Francis of Assisi that, for him, "the end of prayer is communion
with the heavenly Father, the accord of the divine with the human" (Sabatier 1928:188).
Likewise, John Sung laid out the importance of prayer as spiritual communion between
Christians and their heavenly Father.
Prayer bands. In a letter to William Schubert on October 24, 1941, Sung
mentioned that through his efforts, prayer bands were established in various cities across
China and Southeast Asia (Yu 1946:8). Apparently, he would send letters to these bands,
providing them with spiritual nurturing and encouragement. Sung said he had gained
much insight and understanding through prayer.
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William Schubert writes in the October 1941 Revival News, "Dr. John Sung, who
has gone deep with the Lord through suffering these last two years, is sending out a call
to Christian workers to go aside for a long time of prayer, to do a prayer work in the
Spirit. He says the great revival time of the Chinese church has come, but this greater
revival will be realized only when believers unite to complete the work of prayer"
(Schubert 1941 :8; 1942:18).
Personal counsel. While Sung could not travel, many came to him seeking
personal counsel. Some travelled long distances. One Christian worker who was greatly
discouraged came all the way from Fujian. After a visit with Sung, this person returned
to her ministry rejuvenated, claiming that she had experienced personal revival through
visiting and praying with Sung (Cai 2003).
Family time. John Sung had little time for his own family as an itinerant
evangelist prior to 1940. As mentioned earlier, he had missed the births of all five of his
children. He was always on a mission to save souls. In a way, Sung's illness was a
bitter-sweet compensation for time lost with his own loved ones.
John was in Shanghai until November 1940, when he went north to seek treatment
at PUMC Hospital in Beijing. The family was reunited in the summer of 1941 after John
Sung was discharged from the hospital. On August 26, 1941, Mrs. Sung and children
joined John in Xiangshan.
However, the reunion was a painful one for John. Their only son, four-year-old
Tianzhi (Joshua), had passed away in Shanghai due to a sudden illness on July 18.
Although Mrs. Sung had already notified him a few weeks prior, John was distraught
over the loss of the youngest, his favorite. He noted in his diary that hearing the details
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of his son's death brought him great sorrow, "My heart was restless and I prayed
watchfully until 2:30 AM before I could fall asleep" (Sung 2006:403).
Sung's last years were spent mostly with his family. He seemed to enjoy the
company of his family. He led the family each night in worship and Bible reading. Since
the youngest daughter was six years old, John told them stories instead. For several
months, he made up a story each night for each of the Bible books. Interwoven in the
stories were basic teachings of the particular Bible book, all told in Chinese settings
(Sung 1988).
However, John Sung probably needed some adjustments with the bliss of family
life. After all, he had led a fast-paced life for so long and had so little time to understand
his own family, including his wife. Sung did reveal his struggle. In one of his more selfcritical moments, Sung said his "weakness in family life" was one of the chief stumbling
blocks to the Chinese church (Song 2006:403). He did not offer further detail. But that
was said within three weeks of his family's move from Shanghai to join him.
Apparently, all who knew the couple testified to the respectful love between John and his
wife, as observed by Schubert (1976:71). According to Miss Tay Swee Lan (Zheng
Ruilan), who transcribed Sung's 1938 memoir, John treated his wife with respect,
although the couple seldom had time for conversation (Sung 1967:112). Apparently,
Mrs. Sung was also less interested in prolonged Bible study and prayer, although this by
no means showed her to be inferior in faith. Certainly, she was busy most of the time,
having to tend to the needs of her family as well as Sung's health issues.
However, it would not be hard to imagine that there would be incompatibility
between Sung and his wife, especially in areas of spiritual pursuits. After all, this was a
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man whose commitment to the Lord was said to be "unmatched." It would be quite
impossible for Sung to find one of his "equal." That said, one had to admire the
dedication and love of Mrs. Sung. She obviously heeded the advice of her husband, who
admonished her to willingly sacrifice herself in marrying him. Mrs. Sung's faithfulness
until the end proved that she indeed "matched" her husband's total devotion to serve
God.
There were other sides to John Sung than preaching, leading Bible studies, and
praying. Madam Song Tianzhen, Sung's second daughter, revealed her childhood
memories of her father humming and sometimes singing folk songs he had learned in
America. One of Sung's favorites was My Old Kentucky Home by Stephen Foster (Song
2006). Tianzhen also remembered that her father often asked Mrs. Sung to prepare his
favorite dish: fried potatoes. Obviously, it was a special taste he acquired in America, as
it was not usually served in China.
Agony and Peace
As noted earlier, John Sung suffered a long and painful death. This was also one
of the darkest moments of China's history, where a huge portion of her land was
occupied by the Japanese military power.
Confined to his bed. Very early in 1943, Sung's health deteriorated rapidly. It
was determined that another surgery was necessary. This time, he had to travel to
Tianjin, about 140 kilometers (87 miles) away. By then, the PUMC Hospital had been
taken over by the Japanese forces. Sung was in Tianjin from March 27 to mid-June 1943
(Song 2006:425-426). Ever since, he was confined to his bed. By the time he returned to
his family, Sung was in such severe pain he could no longer lead Bible studies as before
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(Sung 1988:vi).
It appeared that Sung was bedridden in pain for one and a half years until his
death. In early May of 1944, Sung was admitted to the German Hospital for yet another
surgery, his final one. He was discharged from the hospital on July 2. Mrs. Sung
reported that John's wound from the surgery was the size of a human fist, and nearly a
foot deep (Song 2006:428).
Song Tianzhen said that her father died an extremely painful death, but she added
that he never wavered in his faith in God (Song 2006). Sung did go through discouraging
moments in the depth of his great suffering, as would any mortal being. At one point, he
sought a sign that God still loved him, on July 28. But two days later, he confessed his
sins before God (Song 2006:428).
The Lord Jesus is at the door. On August 16, Sung sang choruses with those
around him. One of the instructions he gave was, "Pray much, the work henceforth will
be the work of prayer" (Song 2006:429). He passed away peacefully on the morning of
August 18, 1944, at 7:07 AM.
Six hours before he died, Mrs. Sung went to check on him. She found him
praying with folded hands in a weak whispery voice. When she knelt in prayer herself,
Sung told her, "Do not be afraid, the Lord Jesus is at the door, what is there to fear?"
Mrs. Sung was greatly encouraged when she saw her husband's face aglow with light, as
it was very dark outside (Song 2006:429-430).
Iron-preacher. Presiding over the funeral service of John Sung on August 22,
Pastor Wang Mingdao said, "Among the preachers in China, there were quite a few with
good academic credentials and some were gifted and lived godly lives. But John Sung
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was among the very few who were faithful and courageous, unwavering in his attack
against sins, would not compromise, despised fame and wealth, and openly confronted
people of their sins.,,149
Pastor Wang quoted from Jeremiah l: 18-19: "For, behold, I have made thee this
day a defenced city, and an iron pillar, and bras en walls against the whole land, against
the kings of Judah, against the princes thereof, against the priests thereof, and against the
people of the land. And they shall fight against thee; but they shall not prevail against
thee; for I am with thee, saith the LORD, to deliver thee."
The Chinese text of these verses draws special attention to the triad saying: "a
defenced city," "an iron pillar," and "brazen walls." In referencing these verses, Wang
Mingdao accorded his highest respect to Sung, for these were Wang's precious namesake verses. Wang's birth-name given by his grandmother was "Iron," thus he was called
"Iron-child" since young. Wang treasured the birth-name especially after he dedicated
his life to serve God as an "iron pillar" (Wang 1975:4). At Sung's death, Wang had
indeed looked to John Sung as the Iron-Preacher of China. 150
John Sung was buried near Beijing. On the tombstone were inscribed these
simple words, "The resting place of John Sung, servant of Jesus Christ." In the grand
scheme of God's timing, it seemed that he had used John Sung as an instrument to stir up
the church as it begin to suffer much hardship and trial. And then according to his
timing, God called his faithful servant home to rest from the toils and labors of the world.

149 Pastor Wang Mingdao' s son said Wang preached "one of the most touching sermons" he ever heard
although Pastor Wang lost his temper earlier because people were arriving late for the funeral service
(Wang 2002:16).
150 Chinese church historian Lam Wing-hung commented, "looking back at the work of Wang Mingdao
over the years, especially under Sino-Japanese martial control of Japan, and during the 1950s under
Communist rule, his uncompromising stance truly made him worthy of being called an "Iron Preacher" of
China (Lam 1982:17).
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Summary
John Sung had not wavered from his commitment to be a servant of the Lord
Jesus since his mind was set in 1927. Even to the point of death, he was committed to
follow the austere way of Jesus. Before he died, he instructed his wife on details of the
funeral arrangement. Among other things, Sung wanted a simple funeral with an
inexpensive casket and no new clothing made for him. It was here he mentioned,
somewhat out of place, that "The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; but
the Son of man hath not where to lay his head" (Song 2006:428-429).
We should not miss Sung's early espousal of a life of simplicity when he forsook
all to be a poor preacher. Back in 1927, in spite of family opposition and his own
aspirations, the young Sung had resolutely committed himself. As we recall, Sung's
commitment was finalized in tears when he set his eyes on the Jesus portrayed in the
same Bible verse, "the Son of man hath not where to lay his head" (Song 2006:44). In
1937, Sung repeated this refrain when he could not find a place to rest his wearied body
in one of his boat travels from Yanping to Gutian on March 20 (Sung 1967:86).
Incidentally, Francis of Assisi was fond of teaching his followers to adopt a life of
poverty based on the fact that, "The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests;
but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head" (Sabatier 1928:275). Francis, too,
died in his mid-forties (Sabatier 1928:2).
As pointed out earlier in Chapter 3, the life and ministry of Francis of Assisi had
significant impact on John Sung. As it turned out, it was through Francis of Assisi that
Sung was directed to follow the example of Jesus. That after all, was what John Sung
strived hard to do all his life: pointing others to follow Jesus.

Chapter 6

Evaluation: the Impact of John Sung's Life and Ministry

It is clear that John Sung played a significant and strategic role in shaping Chinese

Christianity. His ministry brought renewal and transformation to churches and
individuals throughout many parts of East and Southeast Asia. It would be pertinent to
ask, what made his life stand out, given that his public ministry lasted only 12 years?
What caused the lasting impact he exerted in future generations of Chinese Christians?
While acknowledging the sovereign hand of God at work, are there ways to discern how
and why John Sung might have been effective?

Theory of the Excluded Middle
This study will apply the concept of the "excluded middle" to shed light on John
Sung's appeal within his particular context. Thus, it is as much an investigation of
Sung's context, as it is a study on Sung's effectiveness. Clearly, John Sung's work was
based on his understanding of the Bible through the superintending of the Holy Spirit.
Ultimately, Sung's effectiveness in ministry is the work of the Holy Spirit touching
intimately the issues of the "excluded middle." The "excluded middle" concept as an
interpretive device is used here mainly to explain the "how," not the "why," of John
Sung's great appeal to the people of his time.
Hiebert's analysis on the Western worldview in light of the cosmology of
traditional religion was most helpful in clarifying what was excluded in the former.
However, the present research will look at "excluded middle" more broadly than
Hiebert's implied application to worldviews of the traditional religionists.
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The Flaw of the Excluded Middle
In 1982, the late missiologist Paul G. Hiebert caught the attention of missionary
practitioners and theologians with his article "the Flaw of the Excluded Middle.,,151 In it,
Hiebert highlighted a blind spot in Western missionary training and practices. He
contended that the two-tiered cosmology in Western thinking left out a whole dimension
of reality perceived by most non-Western cultures. Though not explicitly stated, he
seemed to imply strongly that this Western cosmology does not represent the reality of
the Bible. It is thus ill-equipped to effectively touch many of the non-Western cultures at
the worldview level when the gospel message is presented.
Paul Hiebert drew from his missionary experience in India when he wrestled with
this important anthropological issue. He found himself incapacitated in dealing with life
and death demands of his Indian friends. He was encaged in a Western worldview that
blocked his perception of the spiritual realities surrounding him.
In his analysis, Hiebert employed a two-dimensional matrix to study the
differences in religious systems in Western and most non-Western worldviews. The first
dimension refers to the seen and the unseen realms; the second dimension appropriates
the organic and mechanical analogies. Thus presented, the Western worldview finds
correspondence with the non-Western system in high religion of the unseen and daily
living of the seen worlds. However, there is lacking in the Western worldview of what
Hiebert called the "excluded middle," the unseen reality of the spiritual realm tangibly
perceived by most non-Western cultures as touching the daily life of the people.

151 Hiebert's article was first published in Missiology: An Intel72ational Review in 1982 and reprinted in
Anthropological Reflections on Missiological Issues (1994). Citations will refer to the latter.
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Influenced by Platonic Dualism and scientific naturalism, the West increasingly
dichotomized religion and science since the seventeenth century. Hiebert describes this
as "the secularization of science and the mystification of religion" (1994:197; see also M.
Kraft 1995:5). Most Western theologians and missionaries readily relegated this
"excluded middle" realm to paganistic superstitions, unscientific, or simply ignored and
despised it. Missionary literature from the nineteenth century onward carried many
reports on such "pagan" practices, many of which were on the Chinese religious beliefs
and practices. What is needed, Hiebert contended, is for Christians to take seriously the
middle realities and to present "holistic theologies that deal with all areas oflife,"
encompassing both body and soul (1994:198).
The Flaw of the Expanded Middle
Missiologist Scott Moreau (2000:363) cautions that Christians could take the
concept of the excluded middle so far that it became overcompensated, resulting in an
"expanded middle." Hiebert, too, warns that an unbalanced concern for supernatural gifts
such as healing, miracles, success, and prosperity may become a "new Christian magic,"
or a "Christianized form of animism" (Hiebert 1994:200, 246). Discernment is thus
indispensable. Hiebert shows that, "The answer lies neither in seeking miracles, nor in
denying them. The answer is to reject this dichotomy altogether, to see the naturalness of
God's extraordinary healings and the miraculous nature of his ordinary ones. We must
avoid treating the former, whether explicitly or implicitly, as greater signs of God's
presences and making them the center of our church's attention and ministry" (Hiebert
1994:248).
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This caution should be heeded, for the line between worship and control is a thin
one (Hiebert 1994:200). The crucial difference lies in one's attitude, whether one prays
to worship and surrender fully; or prays simply because one seeks to control.
Theologian Richard Mouw (1994:50) commented, "In complex ways, the gospel
both transforms and fulfills what folk magic promises but cannot provide. If we ignore
this promise-fulfillment pattern, we run the real risk of failing to address abiding human
needs."
John Sung and the Excluded Middle
Hiebert's concept of the "excluded middle" provides a useful lens to help us
understand John Sung's impact in the spread as well as the vibrancy of Chinese
Christianity. It would be quite impossible to prove that Sung was intentional in reaching
the Chinese at the worldview level when he engaged in "power encounter" and focused
on the ministry of the Holy Spirit. However, his conscientious effort in presenting the
biblical message as relevant to his time was one that found resonance with Chinese
cosmology. He made the case for a vibrant faith that touched the multi-dimensional
realities of life.
"Conversions" of worldviews. John Sung earned his doctorate in chemistry from
Ohio State University in 1926, when scientific optimism seemed to have won the day.
As a scientist, although Sung came from a Methodist pastor's family, he claimed that he
had lost his faith while studying at Union Theological Seminary towards the end of 1926.
It was at Union that he concluded that all religious systems led all humanity to the one

same path. His diary, autobiography, and recorded sermons suggested that he had in fact
experienced constant tensions in trying to reconcile his religious experiences and beliefs
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with the scientific worldview. Apparently, he had been "converted" to the cosmology of
two-tiered dimensions, though not without any struggle. The clash of worldviews
heightened and eventually culminated at a crisis moment in his life, when Sung "reconverted" to his childhood faith.
Another way to look at it, this was a conversion from the "excluded middle"
mindset of the West to the reality of the Bible, which is much closer to the Chinese
worldview. The irony of all ironies was that John Sung actually had this conversion
experience in a dormitory room at Union Seminary, the bastion of theological liberalism
at that time. John Sung's conversion experience in New York typified, in some way, the
switch from a mechanistic two-tier worldview to one that closely resembled what Hiebert
proposed in his study.
Focuses on the Holy Spirit and the Word. John Sung focused strongly on the
person of the Holy Spirit out of his own spiritual experience and through diligent studies
of the Scriptures. Many older Chinese who had been touched by Sung's ministry
remembered his healing services well. According to eyewitness accounts and other
published materials, miraculous healing and exorcism were powerfully manifested
through Sung. When conducting interviews with those who had attended John Sung's
revival meetings, healing was a subject that was invariably brought up by the
interviewees. Yet, Sung had always downplayed the importance of healing services and
encouraged his audience to be rooted in the Scriptures. When healing became
commonplace toward the end of his itinerant ministry, Sung always placed the healing
service on the last day of his campaign. He would impress on the crowd that healing of
the soul from sin and growing in God's Word were of utmost importance compared to
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physical healing. And each time, the healing service would begin with instruction from
the Word.
Sung's insistence that believers should move from their felt needs to growth and
maturity in their Christian walk corresponds to what missiologist Zahniser (1997:52)
calls "weaning from God as cosmic benefactor," when one needs to reach the excluded
middle mindset effectively. John Sung believed that that balance should always be
navigated by Scriptures. One thing is apparent, a person who constantly "heard" God
speaking to him or her might be tempted to become less diligent a student of the Word.
It is worth noting that Sung had a powerful ministry addressing the middle realm

before his coming in contact with the Pentecostals. It appeared that Sung had carefully
investigated the manifestations of Pentecostal practices. His encounters with believers
influenced by Pentecostalism forced him to delve deeper into the Word of God. By all
accounts, Sung had very little interaction with Pentecostal leaders. Here we observe the
genius of Sung, always returning to the Word of God to seek answers under the guidance
of the Holy Spirit. This was aided by his brilliant mind and a deep familiarity with the
Scriptures. That was partly why, however Pentecostal he might have seemed to some,
Sung had never been fully accepted by the Pentecostals during his time.
John Sung's powerful ministry under the Holy Spirit was well attested. Many
mentioned a sensation of electric shock passing through when Sung laid hand on them.
Amongst these was Paul Contento of CIM, who experienced just such a sensation when
Sung laid hands on him in 1938, as mentioned in Chapter 5.
In their inquiry into John Sung's view on the Holy Spirit, Leung Ka-Iun and

Huang Cai-lian sought to reconstruct Sung's theology based on his published diary,
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autobiography, and sermons (Leung and Huang 2002). The authors opine that Sung's
"view on the Holy Spirit seemed to be most open and unbiased among Chinese Christian
leaders of the early twentieth century" because Sung "affirmed experiences of
Charismatic renewal, yet questioned contemporary Charismatic phenomenon" (Leung
and Huang 2002: 187). The authors also point out that Sung's cautionary approach
against excesses in Pentecostal experiences is still valid for present-day Chinese
churches.
Bible revivalism was an important concept not only for John Sung, but also for
the people he ministered to. Here indeed, truth encounter, power encounter, and
experiential encounter, as proposed by Hiebert, all come together. For Sung, the central
role of the Holy Spirit was always stressed. However, Sung's example also shows that
Christians should be guarded and guided by the Word of God to avoid the real possibility
of moving towards an expanded middle.
In his emphasis on sanctified living, John Sung answered another question.

Because in sanctified living, rather than knowledge on sanctification, the truth and heart
are joined to result in outward living actions. It is only then that true transformation has
occurred.
It was obvious that John Sung encountered deep Chinese folk religiosity when he

started his ministry in 1928. Right from the beginning, he came face-to-face with issues
such as demon possession, divination, and sick persons seeking healing. There were
numerous stories of demon possessions in his published diary. He came across such
cases almost on a weekly basis during his travel throughout the outlying villages in
Hinghwa district. It is interesting to note a gradual progression in Sung's encounter with
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demon possession. In the beginning, he simply recorded how certain persons were
healed by some Christian leaders. Later on, he began reporting his active role in casting
out demons. There seemed to be a process where he learned and integrated what he saw
with what he read from the Bible.
Issues of the excluded middle in Sung's hometown. In John Sung's case, his
experience was unique. He had indeed experienced the strong presence and working of
the Holy Spirit while in New York. He had read through the Bible more than 40 different
times using different methods. Now back in his hometown, he came face-to-face with the
possessed and engaged in the casting out of demons himself.
John Sung must have theologized much on issues relating to the middle realm in
his years as a conference evangelist of the Methodist Episcopal Church in Hinghwa. He
came into contact with people of deep Chinese religiosity. Very early on, in the summer
of 1928, John Sung wrote a simple song that says, "Pray to communicate with God.
Read the Bible to be able to heal the sick and cast out demons. Bible reading helps us to
be filled with the Holy Spirit. Christians ought to read the Bible always" (Song 2006:49).
In October 1929, John Sung told his audience in Yanping, Fujian, the importance of
prayer: Christians communicating with God through prayer; Christians healing the sick
and casting out demons through prayer; Christians experiencing the indwelling of the
Holy Spirit through prayer; and every Christian ought always to pray (Song 2006:69).
Obviously, this was a theme that John Sung was passionate about, as it was his parting
message to Christians in an area besieged by rampant banditry and anti-Christian
activities. It was also a summary of Sung's work experience in the previous two years. It
is necessary to point out here that John Sung engaged in praying for the sick and driving

394
out demons before he had any direct contact with Pentecostalism. What he did was
seeking to engage the middle realm with careful application based on teachings of the
Bible. Repeatedly, he emphasized prayer and the work of the Holy Spirit.
The Chinese Context on the Excluded Middle
This section will touch on two extremes in John Sung's context most relevant to
the present discussion. First, I will sketch the Chinese religious cosmology within the
framework of Chinese religion. Second, I will highlight the prevalent influence of the
excluded middle in that same context, including its impact on the church elite.
Chinese Religiosity. It will be necessary to note here the syncretistic nature of
what is known as Chinese folk religion. The Chinese mind was shaped by three major
streams of influence, namely, Daoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism. The traditional
teachings captured by the Confucian thought on family kinship and ethical conducts are
fused with the Daoist concept of spiritual reality and the Buddhist teaching on karma and
nirvana for ultimate issues. These become the core of the development of folk religion in
China, as they were infused with the traditional religious practices of the Chinese. The
earliest religious practice of Chinese popular religion, according to Daniel Overmyer
(1981: 164), includes "ancestor veneration, fertility cults, sacrifices to spirits of sacred
objects and places, belief in ghosts, exorcism, divination, and the activities of spiritmediums." Except for a few who were really knowledgeable of Buddhism and Daoism,
Chinese folk religion was practiced by most who claimed to be religious. Thus, when a
person claimed to be a Buddhist within the Chinese context, he or she could very well be
a practitioner of Chinese folk religion.

395
Persons with deep Chinese religiosity possess a cosmology which views the spirit
realm as real. This is certainly true with the belief in the existence of demons and evil
spirits. John L. Nevius, a veteran Presbyterian missionary who spent nearly 40 years in
China, embarked on an elaborate study on demon possession. The book, Demon

Possession and Allied Themes, was published posthumously in 1892. In it, Nevius
meticulously noted the various kinds of possessions as he compiled the results from
questionnaires returned from all over China. One of the findings was on the prevalence
of demon possession cases in rural areas, including the countryside of Fujian, home
province of John Sung (Nevius 1896:41-52).
It could be said that the fear of evil spirits was an issue Chinese folk religionists

tried to solve, but found no real answers. For indeed,
No people upon the globe live in more constant dread of evil spirits than do the
Chinese. Such spirits grin at them from every dark comer and mysterious grotto.
They are the prolific source of all evils and misfortunes; they are to be constantly
deceived, exorcised, or placated, as prudent reference to personal safety may seem
to dictate. The religion of China may be defined as an irreconcilable mixture of
Buddhism, Confucianism, Taoism [DaoismJ, with all the degrading attendants of
idolatry. (Stuart 1893:41)
It was in such a context that Sung told Chinese religionists in his home district of

Hinghwa that Christians do not fear the evil spirits because Jesus has conquered the
Emperor of the evil spirits. He further gave assurance that, based on the Bible, Jesus the
Victor will also set them free from the bondage of fear (Cole 1929d:7). As it turned out,
many would respond to Sung's message by denouncing the idols they worshipped and
accepting Jesus the Victor as their Savior. It was a classic case of "power encounter," as
the term was first coined and defined by Alan Tippet (Kraft 2000:774-775).
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Westernized Chinese Christianity. As seen in Chapter 2, the Chinese mindset was
greatly influenced by the West during the early twentieth century. Science and
democracy were seen as the nation's twin "saviors." Modernization was the keyword. In
her eagerness to acquire scientific learning from the West, China's learned community
acquired not just the knowledge, but also a two-tier mindset. Fully under the spell of
modernity, the Chinese elite were happy proponents of the Western outlook. This was
especially so as intellectual youths began to attack superstitious beliefs in the existence of
ghosts or spirits and the immortality of the soul (Chow 1960:320).
The Chinese Church was not exempted from this entrapment. This was especially
true in the mainline denominations. The church was not only influenced by the cultural
currents, but it was also similarly influenced by Westernized theological thinking of the
time. The impact of theological liberalism was especially evident in the area of
education. Many of the promising returned students had earned advanced degrees in
theology by the 1920s. They brought back to China a Modernist perspective, having
advanced to a higher level of their learning.
One of John Sung's peers, the Rev. Marcus Cheng (Chen Chonggui), lamented
that many Chinese students who had studied in Europe and America "have brought with
them back to China atheism or other harmful 'isms.' They proclaim that there is no God
and no life after death. The worst is that they declare that Christianity is dying in the
Western lands, and that very few people believe in it and still less live up to it" (Roberg
1992: 12-13).
Therefore, it was no surprise, though alarming, that many Christians returned to
China totally denying the divinity of Christ and regarded Genesis as a mythical book.
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Some of these were people John Sung came in contact with, like Pastor Wang Shanzhi of
Nanchang (see Chapter 4). Rev. Wang, who had lost his faith in America, was "born
again" and became a fervent evangelist until his old age, even under Communist rule
(Schubert 1976:36-38).
By the 1920s, Chinese Christian leaders already held important positions within
the Church and educational organizations. Dr. T. C. Chao (Zhao Zicheng), a "selfproclaimed liberal" who graduated from Vanderbilt University, was the dean of the
School of Religious Studies at Yanjing (Yenching) University (Lam 1998: 120). Dr.
Timothy T. F. Lew (Liu Tingfang) graduated from Yale and Union Seminary and
returned to teach at Yanjing and Nanjing Universities (Lam 1998: 120). William Hung
graduated from OWU (Phi Beta Kappa, like Sung) and Columbia University; became a
renowned Chinese historian who eventually "strayed" away from the church (Egan
1987:58-59,203). These Christian leaders brought back to China the latest and most
advanced thinking of the time, liberal Christianity.
For the Christian elite, the main teaching of the church was focused on the
loftiness of Christian ideals practiced by Jesus. The main purpose was to serve humanity
with particular concern for the social needs of China. The Bible, having been shredded to
pieces by all forms of biblical criticisms in vogue at that time, was regarded as a great
book on the par with the Koran and teachings of other religious masters.
Dr. T. C. Chao wrote The Life a/Christ in the mid-1930s.

152

It was a vernacular

rendering of the teachings and practices of Jesus, minus the miracles (Lam 1994:187190). The feeding of the twelve was given a psychological explanation. Jesus walked on

152 Chao rejected theological liberalism later in life, especially after his imprisonment under the Japanese
and the subsequent ups and downs of the Chinese Church in the post-1949 China (Lam 1994:307-324).
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the sea because he knew the geographical contours of the waters, and where the shallow
waters were.
In Sung's time, most of the church elite in China would not have paid much

attention to the work of the Holy Spirit. Certainly, the most vocal criticisms against
Sung's ministry were from this group. They definitely shunned all kinds of
"emotionalisms" in Christian services.
However, it woulq be wrong to assume that the problem of the "excluded middle"
hits only liberal Christianity. A vivid illustration showing this lack is given by Mrs.
Grace Winona Woods, who with her husband Henry Woods led the forming of a "World
Wide Revival Prayer Movement" in Shanghai. According to Mrs. Woods, a newly
retired missionary divulged to her the following before sailing for home in 1925,
In all the literature you circulate, stress is laid upon the necessity for dependence
on the Holy Spirit in service. I have to confess that to me it has never been a
reality. I can visualize God as a person
Jesus Christ is also real
but.
the Holy Spirit has never been a Person, but rather an influence, rather nebulous,
and now after forty-five years I am going to the States not to return, and I know
that there has been a definite lack of power in my service for God all these years
in China. (Woods 1941:26-27)

The "excluded middle" is not only a problem for the Western Church. Western
thinking is very much embedded in Asian theology, even today. Bishop Hwa Yung, a
leading Asian missiologist, lamented the failure of Asian theologians to deal adequately
with issues of the "excluded middle" (1997:74, 241). Hwa was concerned that Asian
theologies were mainly transplanted from the West. The image he wished to present in
his work, Mangos or Bananas (1997), alluded to the image that the Asian theologies he
studied were "yellow on the outside but white on the inside," just like bananas. Hwa
Yung argues that most Asian Christians bought in wholesale the Western form of
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theology and that the rationalistic approach has little applicability to the present needs of
the Asian Church.
The Fundamentalist-Modernist and Chinese Christians. It is clear that the
Fundamentalist-Modernist Controversy was most fiercely fought on the American soil.
What was the effect of the controversy on Chinese Christians? What might be its
relevancy in China?
As detailed in Chapter 2, the controversy that erupted across the Pacific had long
arrived in China. The most critical was how theological landscape was changed and also
enhanced by the eager adoption of the Western Worldview. The result was obvious when
almost all the educational institutions were imparting a liberal theological outlook on the
next generation of leaders.
Conservative Christians of John Sung's generation played a role in the growth and
vitality of the Chinese Church. Their contribution was especially obvious during the first
three decades of the Communist rule in China, when all Christian institutions were closed
or came under intense political pressures. It was Christians with deep conviction who
withstood threats even with their lives, keeping the church under persecution alive and
growing during her darkest hours.
An earlier recognition of the resiliency of the Fundamentalist believers came from
a surprising source - Rev. F. Olin Stockwell, Methodist missionary to China and a selfavowed Christian liberal who was one of several Westerners jailed by the Communist
regime after 1949 (Stockwell 1953). After his two-year ordeal in Communist prisons,
Stockwell wrote in 1953 that "The future of the church in China depends on the
Christians there having a vital Christian faith.

Any Christian who is on the fence or is
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wobbling in his belief will be pushed off and will probably fall into the snare of the
Communists" (Stockwell 1953: 194).
Stockwell elaborated on how Christians would fare in China based on his personal
experience as a prisoner.
In this situation, the Christian liberal has no chance of survival unless he has a
faith that is fed by the fires of a flaming mysticism. The dogmatic Fundamentalist
and conservative have an easier time of it. He knows where he stands. He
believes that Christ will return and that his one job is to proclaim Christ until he
comes again. He has a dogmatism to set against the dogmatic claims of
Communism. He will not win any convinced Communists, but neither will he
surrender the fort. He will live, and his number will grow. He will not let the
light of the Gospel die in China. Though we may not agree with him, his value to
the Christian causes is beyond compute. For the kernel of Christian truth is
his. May his tribe increase! (Stockwell 1953 : 195)
Incidentally, Stockwell was a graduate of Ohio Wesleyan University who
graduated a year ahead of John Sung. Like Sung, Stockwell was also elected to the Phi
Beta Kappa Society.
From Power Encounter to Encountering the Power
John Sung's personal life and his teaching showed that "sanctified living" ought
to be a lifelong pursuit for true disciples of Jesus Christ. It is when Christians continue to
rely on the guidance of the Holy Spirit that they are able to engage in effective ministries
to the world, including those who are steep in folk religiosity.
Truth encounter, power encounter, and sanctified living encounter. Hiebert
proposes that a holistic theology is needed to address issues in the cosmic, human, and
natural realms. In this way, Christianity becomes real in all areas of human experience.
In Hiebert's presentation, it includes "truth encounter," "power encounter," and
"empirical encounter." I find correspondence between Hiebert's suggestion with Andrew
Walls' emphasis in "The Gospel as the Prisoner and Liberator of Culture," where three
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non-negotiable are to be maintained in every cultural encounters: Scripture, Holy Spirit,
and sacraments (Walls 1982).153
Encountering the Power. This idea will be further elaborated in Chapter 7. In
order to overcome the issue of the "excluded middle," Christians must deliberately
pursue "sanctified living" based on Biblical truth and led by the Holy Spirit. In other
words, Biblical truth carefully practiced under the full guidance of the Holy Spirit will
result in sanctified living that touched all aspects of a believer's life. Since all scriptures
are inspired by God, the full superintending of the Holy Spirit is indispensable when one
needs to understand the Bible.
Since human frailty could lead to abuse ofthe Holy Spirit's work, or the lack of it,
a careful study of the Bible is important. In no way is this a subjugating of the Holy
Spirit under the authority ofthe Bible. It is an important safeguard against human
fallibility. In the whole issue of human cooperation with the Holy Spirit, two things are
constant: human selfishness and human frailty. Thus, even prophetic utterances must be
carefully tested constantly by the prophet himself or herself, as well as the Christian
community. Therefore, it is important for the prophet to "police" himself or herself and
to come under the full control of the Holy Spirit.
John Sung's insight in this area is most illuminating. In his sharing with Rev. Zhu
Guishen of Shanghai on a Christian leader's relationship with the Holy Spirit, Sung
pointed out that the degree of one's submissiveness must commensurate with the power
one received from the Holy Spirit (Song 2006:310). Sung's insight fully showed his
understanding of human fallibility. Leaders with great charisma are especially

IS3 The "sacraments" as expressed in Walls's article signifies the "experiential" aspects on the Christians'
participation of the grace of God in a tangible way, regardless of one's view on the nature of the elements.
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susceptible to think that they are the ones who possess the power. They must be
intentional in submitting to the Holy Spirit, and not subvert it as their own.
John Sung, in his understanding of his gifts and the work of the Holy Spirit, was
aware of this frailty and especially the vainglory side of him. If indeed so, he heeded
Hiebert's warning about the danger in engaging the excluded middle, but several decades
earlier. In his diary as well as his own reflective memoir, he would often repent of
robbing the glory of God. On several occasions, he acknowledged his own faults and
sought forgiveness from his audiences. Moses Yu recounted one of these, which
happened in Luho (Liuhe) of Jiangsu province in 1936 (Yu 2006:309). John Sung was
greatly displeased when the Friends Mission held their annual meetings as he was leading
revival three times a day. John Sung almost walked out of the meeting one day until he
was intercepted by a missionary. Two days later, John Sung realized it was wrong for
him to lose his temper in the public, so he sought the audience's forgiveness in tears.

Biography as Theology
John Sung's life story contributed to the shaping of theological outlook of the
Chinese Church at a crucial time of her history. His impact endured and continued to
influence generations of Christians after his death. Sung's biography is a tool for
theologizing in Asian churches.
McClendon explains how Christian communities can discover God's work in their
midst through biographies:
Undertaken in Christian community, it [biography] can be a mode of communal
self-scrutiny: this describes the writing of the lives of saints, hagiography, at its
best. And if that self-scrutiny, the exercise in which the community holds a
mirror to those it finds its finest in order to discover what God has been doing in
its midst (see, for example, the old Anabaptist work, Martyrs Mirror) - if such
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communal self-scrutiny is undertaken under the eyes and in the light of God, then
it may be a prime example of what we properly call theology. This is biography
as theology. (McClendon 1990:x)
Christian biography could well be a "storied theology" that potentially touches the
core of one's worldview. It is both volitional as well as emotional, thus concretely
touching the reality of belief system at the worldview level. As such, biography as
theology clearly is a fruitful venue for Christian discipleship. Similarly, John Sung's life
and the retelling of his story enriched Chinese Christianity at the level of its cultural
worldview. It affects both the intellect and affective realms, making truth tangible and
real.
Ruth Tucker shows that a careful study of missionary biography could potentially
help us learn about the ways mission is conducted. Tucker's approach also shows hints at
the richness of biography as missiology in that it reaches the readers tangibly and
affectively. Properly read and presented, a good biography could connect the reader's
life story to the powerful work of the Holy Spirit in another's life. This, after all, is the
genius of the Bible, which is filled with biographies of saints and the not so saintly.
John Sung's Appeal to the Chinese
What made John Sung's biography attractive to the Chinese during and after his
time? The brief discussion below seeks to discern how Sung's life fits the Confucian
ideal of a moral leader. Undeniably, Sung was mightily used of God through the Holy
Spirit to impact thousands in his time. This discussion does not in any way minimize
God's powerful work, but rather, it investigates how the Spirit-filled life of John Sung
became meaningful in his context.

404

Paradigmatic individuals in Confucian ethics. Confucianism has been deeply
engrained in the Chinese culture for thousands of years. Although youths of the New
Renaissance in 1920s sought to purge it as a feudalistic tradition, they could only knock
down the visible statues and temples. They were less successful in uprooting the
teaching of Master Confucius. Even Mao Zedong, the late supreme leader of Chinese
Communism, could not escape the shadow of Confucius. 154
John Sung earned respect from his countrymen. Obviously, Sung did not aim at
living according to the Confucian ideals. However, in living out a sanctified Spirit-filled
life according to the Holy Scriptures, Sung the learned scholar actualized the ethical
ideals set forth by Confucius over two millennia ago.
John Sung the scholar. Sung's academic achievements appealed to the Chinese,
who for generations had great respect for the educated (Tu 1993:24). After all, he had
attained the highest possible degree, a Ph.D. The scholar class (shi) occupied a high
position in the Confucian system. Strictly speaking, it refers to a class of learned people
"whose expertise lay in education and governmental administration" (Taylor and Choy
2005:497). Under the system, intellectuals were trained by Confucian masters to be
administrators in government service. However, since the abolishment of the civil
examination system in 1905, Chinese scholars who earned academic degrees were those
who studied in the West or in Japan.
With a doctoral degree in science, John Sung attracted admiration and respect. As
mentioned previously, even non-Christians who otherwise would never attend church
service came in droves to hear the Chinese scientist. Dr. John Sung thus became an
154 Even though Chinese leaders had aimed at eradicating the influence of Confucianism in the post-1949
China, modem scholars contended that Mao Zedong actually governed according to the teaching of
Confucius, and that Confucianism is still deeply entrenched in modern day China (see Bell 2008).
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authoritative figure. That he was a good storyteller with a drama-filled life story was an
added asset that endeared him to his audience.
Sanctified living and Confucian moral ideals. John Sung was not only a scholar,
but he insisted on living a holy life. As Confucius said, "the scholar keeps his person free
from stain, and continually bathes (and refreshes) his virtue" (Yao 2000:20). The moral
and ethical principles of Confucian teaching are encapsulated in the five cardinal virtues:
"ren" (the root); "yi," or righteousness by justice (the trunk); "Ii," or the religious or
moral ways of acting (the branches); "zhi"J55 (chih), or wisdom (the flower); and "xin,"
or faithfulness (the fruit) (Noss and Noss 1994:320). Weiming Tu (1993:52) translates
these simply as "humanity, righteousness, propriety, wisdom, and faithfulness."
According to Dubs (1951 :33), "ren' and "Ii" are the two virtues that Confucius
laid the most stress on. The first, "ren," is the primary virtue among the five. Its various
translated renderings include: "humanity" (Tu 1993: 52); "love" or "benevolent love"
(Dubs 1951 :34); "moral virtue" (Cua 1971 :42); "humaneness" (Yao 2000: 17); and "the

will to seek the good of others" (Noss and Noss 1994:320,322). As an exposition on
"ren," Confucius taught that, "A resolute scholar and a man of humanity will never seek
to live at the expense of injuring humanity. He would rather sacrifice his life in order to
realize humanity" (Tu 1993:3).
The other important cardinal virtue, "Ii," is a difficult concept to convey, as it
took on different shades of meaning in different contexts. Perhaps it could be rendered
simply that, "a man of 'Ii' lives in accordance with the highest code of conduct that can
be expected of a true gentleman in a very broad sense" (Dubs 1951 :33).

155 Noss and Noss had it as "chi," but it should be "zhi," instead, according to the Romanized Pinyin
rendering.
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Taking the cardinal virtues of Confucianism as a whole, it shows the moral ideal
of a person who lives a life for the benefit of others in accordance to the highest code of
conduct, whose life manifests righteousness, wisdom, and faithfulness. According to
Yang (1970: 130), an ideal leader described in the Confucian classics should "have sagelike wisdom and perfect self-discipline; he should have a boundless heart for benevolent
government; he should devote himself completely to public duties; he should know not
only the 'Way of Man' but also the 'Way of Heaven.'"
John Sung was indeed diligent in living according to Scriptural teaching. In a
way, the Bible becomes the highest code of conduct. Furthermore, in his personal
renunciation to be a preacher, Sung was seen as one who sought the welfare of others
above all things. That he gave up a bright future in the field of science to become an
itinerant preacher was obvious to all. The Chinese gown John Sung wore was more than
portraying his Chinese-ness. It shows his humility and commitment to live an austere
lifestyle. This could be perceived by the Chinese as an exemplary scholar-teacher
according to the Confucian teaching.

In the final analysis, it was Sung's unfailing pursuit in living out holiness under
the enablement of the Holy Spirit that set him up as one with high moral character.
The impact of John Sung's biography. The life story of John Sung continues to
impact lives. The examples given below illustrate how one, who though dead, still
speaks, showing the work of the Holy Spirit crossing time and geographical boundaries.
Dr. Peter Au, a Chinese theologian, describes how his life and commitment to
ministry has been greatly impacted by Sung's life story. Au and two Western colleagues
visited the grave of John Sung in the outskirts of Beijing in the 1990s. The trio was
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deeply moved when standing before the resting place of Sung, reminded of a life of total
dedication they had read and heard before. When they held hands to rededicate
themselves, tears streamed down their faces (Au 1999:80-82). Much later in Toronto,
Canada when he looked at the photo taken at Sung's grave, Au said, "My heart is once
again filled with the love of God. Just as Jesus Christ laid down his life, I am willing to
offer my whole life to the Lord" (1999:82)
Bishop Hwa Yung of Malaysia, too, has been significantly blessed by Sung's life.
Hwa, who read Sung's biography as a college student, identified with Sung. Like Sung,
he came from a poor family, whose opportunity to study abroad was an "impossible
dream came true," and Hwa also had great "parental expectations to meet" (Hwa
2004:xii). The call to ministry came just as Hwa was pondering his personal ambitions.
He struggled in obeying the call, and said, "As the turmoil intensified in my soul, one of
the things that helped me most was the sterling example of John Sung's obedience and
sacrifice" (2004:xii). Years later, as he learned more of John Sung, Hwa said his
admiration for Sung has "steadily grown."
Augustine Cyril Chow's life was forever changed after reading Sung's biography.
By all accounts, Chow had made it to the top. Having earned a Ph.D. in Marketing from
the Chinese University of Hong Kong, Chow'S resume includes top executive positions
in several banks and huge multinational corporations, as well as being named one of the
"Ten Outstanding Young Persons" of Hong Kong in 1994. Then he was called and
enrolled as a full-time seminary student in 2008. That was when he had to struggle in
accepting his new identity and to forego his "glorious" past. It was then that he read
Sung's biography. Chow was struck reading about John Sung's renunciation of his
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academic accolades. He was moved to tears, especially coming to the part when Sung
declared that he was dead to the world. Chow wrote, "Then and there, I too, declared,
'Today, Augustine Cyril Chow is dead to the world.'" Chow went on to say that, "That
was the most solemn declaration I have ever made, as well as a significant historic
change in my life. And it was the first lesson I learned in the seminary" (Chow 2008).

Sowing Seeds of Vital Christianity
After the Communist takeover of China in 1949, and especially when
missionaries were ordered to leave the country during the early 1950s, many feared that
the church in China might suffer great loss if not totally debilitated. Indeed, the Chinese
government began a systematic process in tightening its control on the church since mid1950s through the establishment of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement. Ever since,
Christians have increasingly experienced severe persecutions. All these culminated
during the infamous Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976. Chinese Christians were at
the brunt of attacks from the Red Guards and Security Police, and many were tortured
and imprisoned. A good number of Christians defended the faith with their own lives and
died as modem-day martyrs.
The little news that trickled out from the "Bamboo Curtain" told horrific tales of
systematic purging of Christians and wide-spread persecutions. While Christians in the
free world heard in terror the severe persecution of believers in China, they held on to a
thread of hope that somehow, the church would survive. Christians worldwide were
mobilized to pray for the persecuted church and the opening of the door of China. After
the death of Mao Zedong in 1976 and the stepping down of the "Gang of Four," the
masterminds of the Cultural Revolution, winds of change in China were blowing
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everywhere. This was especially so under the economic reform policy implemented in
the late 1970s and the gradual opening of the nation to trades and social exchanges.
Christians outside China began to hear of the heroic testimonies of Chinese
Christians. The whole world was astonished to see a Chinese church that not only
withstood the trial of fire, but in fact was very much alive! Chinese church historian
Jonathan Chao (1989:29) states "the number of Christians in China had grown from less
than one million in 1949 to over 35, if not 50 million in 1982." Words such as "revival"
and "awakening" were used to describe such a phenomenon.
What caused such tremendous growth in Chinese Christianity since 1949?
Although the departure of Western missionaries could be a related factor, it would be
overly simplistic to nail it as the most important reason. It surely was the sovereign work
of God through the ministry of the Holy Spirit. But there were also a host of discernible
reasons, both historical and contextual, that contributed to the significant growth of the
church in China.
The vibrant seeds of renewal of the Chinese church since 1949 was planted during
the period of Christian revivalism after 1900, especially during the last two decades
leading up to 1949. The ministry of John Sung, along with others described as
"independent Chinese preachers," were main contributing factors to these resurgences in
Christian faith. Below is a brief sketch of the house church movement in China, followed
by an analysis on how John Sung's ministry could be seen as providing a firm foundation
contributing to the renewal of the church in China.
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Basic Understanding of Church Renewal
Although the terms "revival" and "renewal" have often been used
interchangeably, I believe that the concept of renewal better captures the biblical
understanding on the nature of the church. Revival gives the picture of a dead church in
need of a good dose of "rousing" from time to time. The implication is that the church is
stagnant and weak most of the time. On the other hand, renewal projects a much more
organic or biotic image of the church.
Snyder succinctly defines renewal as "bringing the church to the level of
normative health that God intends. Actually, the goal is not renewal so much as it is
vitality. Renewal should be understood as building a vital fellowship which works
together with God's kingdom purpose" (1996: 136; also Snyder 1999). Along the same
line, Richard Lovelace (1979:21) says that, "renewal is sometimes used to encompass
revival and reformation, and also to denote aggiornamento, the updating of the church
leading to new engagement with the surrounding world."
Thus, "renewal" is about the vitality of the church in the long run. Revival often
happens and fades. But renewal is a continual process whereby the church goes through
the cycle of a healthy, organic living. It is in this sense that I am thinking about John
Sung's ministry: that he led a revival movement which helped the Chinese church
experience continual renewal and healthy growth, even amidst the most severe attacks on
her life.
It is helpful to think about Church renewal as the process by which God's Holy

Spirit, working through willing and spiritually sensitive believers, restores the church to
health and vitality. A renewed church is one which operates functionally as the Body of
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Christ, exhibiting the essential character of the church as described in the New
Testament, in passages such as 1 Cor. 12-14 and Eph. 4:1-16 (Snyder 1999).
In this sense, the church must be understood as an organic, charismatic body

made up of people who have been redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ. The picture of
the church as the "body of Christ" (Eph. 4; 1 Cor. 12) shows its organic nature, as
opposed to an organization. The important teaching of Paul on the gifting of believers
and their joining together are key concepts to see the church as biotic and functions much
like a living organism (see Schwarz 1998; Snyder 1996).
With a clear image of the church as an organic entity, we realize the important
Reformation principle of "priesthood of all believers." Everyone in the body of Christ is
called to live and serve in the fellowship of the Spirit. Every believer is given the
necessary gift/gifts to serve within the community. Thus, there is a drastic need to
remove all institutional entrapments that place any kind of class distinction between
clergy and the laity (Ogden 1990:71-72). The church as the body of Christ becomes
healthy when each member is serving one another to build up the whole body (Eph. 4: 113).
A healthy church is one where believers worship God and serve each other in a
loving environment of the community. Such a fellowship provides a network for
individual renewal of the believers and corporate growth of the whole body. A
meaningful fellowship whereby worship and life are shared can become a reality for all
when each is allowed the freedom to mingle with one another. The believers' homes as
meeting places in the New Testament show that intimate fellowship becomes a reality
when the church incorporates some kind of small group structure. This in fact
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characterized the significant growth and vitality of the Moravian and Methodist
movements in the 18th and 19th centuries (see Snyder 1997:123-235).
The House Church in China
The present study focuses primarily on the growth of house churches in China for
apparent reasons. For one, the house church movement shows continuity to the
independent Christianity of the 1930s, of which John Sung was a key member (Bays
1996). Second, the house church phenomenon was most analogous to the biblical model
of renewal, as will be elaborated. Further, house churches in China account for the large
majority of Chinese Christians. Reportedly, more than 80% of Chinese Christians are
found in house churches (Thong 1985:30). Jonathan Chao (1989:44) describes the house
churches as "in the mainstream of Christianity in China," and they are the fastest growing
evangelistic bodies. 156
Although Chinese Christians had all along held home meetings regularly, the term
"house church" was not prevalent before 1949. It was only after the state crackdown on
the church that Chinese Christians began to worship at home. Evangelical Christians
who refused to accept the theologically liberal leadership of the Three Self Patriotic
Movement chose to worship in house churches. This was especially so when the state
began to close down churches which refused to join the state-controlled religious body.
Thus, the formation of house churches was mostly circumstantial, much like the
growth and spread of the early church when it faced persecution after the martyrdom of
Stephen (Acts 8). It was only after the persecution that Christians in Jerusalem were

156 It should be noted that within the last decade, tremendous growth has also been reported in official
Three-Self churches.
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"forced" to flee the city, thereby spreading the good news to Judea, Samaria, and even to
the uttermost part of the world.
Under state persecution, Chinese Christians were "forced" to adopt a totally new
way of church life. This structural change was vitally important to the subsequent growth
of Christianity in China. The house church setting provided a functional model for the
charismatic structure to take place, replacing the institutional one. The departure of most
Western missionaries in 19S0s and the imprisonment of Chinese pastors created a
vacuum of leadership amongst Chinese believers. The positive outcome with the absence
of missionaries was the birth of a truly and wholly indigenous Chinese church, and the
jailing of Chinese leaders only led to more leaders being developed. These were
important reasons that led to the mobilization of the laity for all ministerial works. In
many places, women became key leaders. According to Chao (1989:49), "house church
Christianity in China is also a lay movement. Leaders in the house churches are usually
lay leaders who hold regular jobs as farmers or workers and who use their spare time in
the evenings and weekends to conduct meetings and exercise pastoral care."
Jonathan Chao (1989:48) notes the following characteristics of house churches in
China:
1. They recognize the Lordship of Christ and conduct ministry in the power of
the Holy Spirit.
2. They organize their church leadership and authority structure according to the
teachings of the Scripture.
3. They conduct worship regularly, and they administer the sacraments of
baptism and the Lord's Supper in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.
4. The teach discipleship and exercise church discipline.
5. They encourage and train members to witness for Christ through their words
and lives, especially to those who persecute them.
6. They conduct evangelism, baptizing new believers, and teaching them to be
good disciples.
7. They show great concern for works of mercy and other kingdom ministry.

414

Along the same vein, David Adeney (1985:146-165) observes that the house
churches are often organized indigenously according to family units and based strongly
on lay leadership. All in all, it is modeled after the New Testament Church. The house
churches are mostly stripped ofthe institutional entrapments. Believers spend much time
in prayer in discerning their spiritual gifts. Most characteristic of the Chinese believers is
their evangelistic zeal, leading some to travel to other villages and even provinces as
evangelists (Chao 1989:44).
In general, the evangelical Christianity in the house church movement in China is

attested by the believers' love for and commitment to the Word of God. During the
darkest hours of the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), many believers committed
themselves to copy the Bible when most Bibles were confiscated or destroyed.
Thus, in the house church movement in China, the renewal went beyond personal
and corporate dimensions. It was sparked by a restructuring of the church in the face of
widespread persecution. The birth of the house church movement led to a tangible
expression of the "priesthood of believers" principle. All the while, strong emphasis was
put on the infallibility and authority of the Scripture and the necessity of prayer. As such,
there was a great dependency on the Holy Spirit in the daily walk of the Chinese
Christians. This emphasis was so strong that the manifestations of signs and wonders
became a common experience of the Christian communities. It became a great sign in
their evangelistic efforts as well as sign of God's sovereign control in the times of severe
trials and persecutions.
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John Sung and Chinese Church Renewal
Alan Hunter and Kim-Kwong Chan, two keen observers of Chinese Christianity,
showed that John Sung's ministry on revival thrived during the 1930s partly because it
touched upon the deep spiritual needs of the Chinese people (Hunter and Chan 1993:126133). Incidentally, these experts also point out that the religious revival in China during
the 1980s exhibited similar needs as found during the 1930s (Hunter and Chan
1993:140). We could infer from this observation that the revival of Chinese Christianity
in the 1980s were in many ways similar to the Christian revival during the 1930s. Since
many of John Sung's converts and followers were still alive, they must have had
significant contribution to the phenomenal growth of Christianity in China even up to this
day.
One elderly retired pastor commented that in his area, the preaching bands set up
by John Sung were God's provision to keep the church alive. He explained that when the
Chinese churches were forced to close, many pastors and church leaders were either
taken in or sent for reeducation. The members of the preaching bands had to step
forward to conduct pastoral care, and whenever possible, witness to their unbelieving
friends. The elderly pastor said that he knew of many churches that went through years
without a pastor and church elders. However, when the leaders were released years later,
they found that their churches had grown in size, many times larger than before (Huang
2003).
Another historian and scholar of the Chinese church concurs with Hunter and
Chan. Daniel Bays (1993:174) observes that the public reemergence of Christianity in
China after 1980 showed "striking continuities" with earlier period of revivalism. The
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same author also identifies John Sung as "the single most powerful figure in Chinese
revivalism in the mid-1930s" (Bays 1993:173).
An earlier observer, Dr. Francis P. Jones, attested to the important contribution of
John Sung to the vitality of the Chinese Church. Writing in 1955 as editor of the China
Bulletin, Jones opined that "it is no exaggeration to say that if the church in China today

is strong enough in its faith to withstand Communist godlessness, it will be due in no
small part to the work of this preacher [John Sung]" (Jones 1955:2). The China Bulletin
was a periodic publication which reported news of Christianity in China after the
Communist takeover of the country.
In another setting, the same author says of John Sung that,

"many found fault with his [Sung's] preaching: he was inclined to allegorical
exegesis; especially in his earlier years, he was too censorious of others; for a
time he overstressed faith healing. But, with it all, there was unquestionably a
power of God to touch the conscience of his hearers. He made no attempt to
gather his thousands of converts into Methodist churches. But all the churches of
eastern Asia have felt the influence of his impassioned preaching. (Jones
1974:2283)
John Sung's Vision ofa Future Revival After Trials of Fire
When still little was known about the fate of the Chinese church in the early
1970s, William Schubert (1976:40), a missionary friend of John Sung's, said that God
had mightily used John Sung in reaching over 100,000 souls in preparation for the
"coming persecutions." A Christian leader in Singapore, Dr. Timothy Tow, comments
that "the countless numbers of truly born again Christians that had multiplied by leaps
and bounds through John Sung's ministry as contributing to the growth from one million
to 50 million cannot be ignored" (Tow 1985:254).
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William Schubert (1976:64-65) shows that John Sung clearly had a vision of a
future revival even while Sung was terminally ill. For in an August 5, 1941 letter, John
Sung wrote:
In my prayers God has shown me clearly that the great revival time of the
Chinese church will come. This great revival is not through man but through the
work of the Holy Spirit Himself exercising the hearts of a certain class of
workers, moving them with one accord, one heart and mind to unite in an out-ofthe-way place for a long time of prayer, to do prayer work in the Spirit.
During this time of prayer in the Spirit, God Himself will begin the work,
will lead them into the depths of truth, will lead them to utterly die out, will lead
them to want, not self, just want the Lord. Not to see self, but see the Lord alone.
God will lead them with one heart to run with united footsteps, will lead the
members to strengthen each other, and in the Spirit to have mutual fellowship, to
edify themselves in love
May the Spirit that worketh in my heart also work in your heart, together
with the Lord to hear still small Voice, in these last days to finish the work He
himself would finish, even a work with 'gold, silver, and precious stones,' which
can go through trial by fire.

Schubert understood it to be a prophecy of impending persecution for the church,
especially when Sung wrote about the "trial by fire" (Schubert 1976:65). Further,
Schubert notes that, "about that time, in 1941, Dr. Sung told a missionary friend of ours
that God had revealed to him that there would be a great revival in China, but that the
missionaries would all leave first" (Schubert 1976:65-66). In the epilogue to his
unpublished autobiography, Schubert noted in 1975 that, "news comes via Hong Kong
that the great revival God promised John Sung in August 1941 seems to have begun on
the Chinese mainland" (Schubert 1983 :316). 157
Moses Yu, himself an evangelist turned theological educator, notes that the
ministries of John Sung and Andrew Gih prepared the Chinese believers to face the great
tribulation to come (1998: 182).

157 William E. Schubert's autobiography was narrated in 1975. The unpublished manuscript was
transcribed and compiled in or after 1983, the year of Schubert's death.
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John Sung was also a strong advocate of home worship, which became a central
feature of the house church movement in China decades later. Sung was by no means the
only proponent of this movement, but he did help lay a good foundation. Ever since he
worked as a conference evangelist in Hinghwa, Sung placed great emphasis on family
worship. The setting up of family altars was a key feature that he brought to the ministry
of the Bethel Evangelistic Band. Sung had taught in 1931 that "the visible church could
possibly be closed someday, but home worship can never be destroyed" (Song 2006:89).
On another occasion, Sung pointed out that the setting up of family worship would be a
key to the revival of the Chinese Church (Song 2006:240). John Sung seemed to have
envisioned a renewal movement of the church that would be closely tied to churches that
would meet at the homes of Christians. It became a reality when the doors of the
churches in China were closed and Christian activities have been restricted since the mid1950s.
Significant Elements in John Sung's Ministry
In all likelihood, the revival movement led by John Sung was not an ephemeral

one, as much as most revivals tended to be. I would argue that it went further than that.
It was truly a revival movement that began a process of renewal within the young,

indigenous Chinese church that was starting to take shape. Sung's work was also
properly grounded, attested by his emphasis in conducting Bible courses for Christian
maturity and growth.
For the purpose of this study, we need to remember the context of John Sung's
ministry. His short period of ministry coincided with the most tumultuous times of
China's history. When he returned to China from his studies in America in 1927, the
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anti-Christian movement under the guidance of strong Chinese nationalism was at a
frenzy. On top of that, China's sovereignty had been threatened by the Japanese
occupation since 1931, which turned into full-blown war from 1937 to 1945. Much of
John Sung's preaching ministry was carried on while the Chinese army was being
deployed.
It was truly an unsettled time. The Christian church, which was seen by the
Chinese people as fully aligned with Western imperialism, fared badly under the surge of
nationalistic feelings. Thus, the Chinese church that John Sung ministered in was
constantly under the attacks of Chinese intellectuals, especially those who were opened to
the Enlightenment paradigm as well as those who were pro-Communist.
Beside all these external challenges, the church in China was also weakened by
the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy since the 1920s. Most phenomenal was the
emergence of Chinese Christian leaders who were trained at higher institutions in the
West. As a result, many were leaning towards the "Modernist" line of thoughts. When
the National Christian Conference of 1922 came to being, it was controlled by
"Modernist" leaders, who in tum also had control of most educational and theological
institutions in the country. Many leaders from mainline denominations were also leaning
in that direction. According to Daniel Bays (1996), the conservative fort in the Chinese
church was held mainly by Christians in the independent church movement. These
include the Little Flock started by Watchman Nee, the True Jesus Church, The Jesus
Family, and other nondenominational churches.
Under such a context, I would argue that John Sung was indeed a very unique
figure. Moses Yu (1998: 181), in recounting the story of Christian revivalism in China,
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commented that a man of John Sung's caliber and professional training was a rarity in
China. Most of the Chinese evangelical leaders and pastors [then identified as
Fundamentalists] had only low academic education. Those who had advanced academic
and theological training from the West aligned themselves with the Modernist camp.
Sung, who held a Ph.D. in Chemistry from Ohio State University, thus commanded a
great hearing and attention from Christians and non-Christians alike.
Bertha Smith, a Southern Baptist missionary to China since 1917, gives an
insightful comment on the attractiveness of John Sung to the Chinese. "The Chinese high
regard for education led the best-educated people to hear Dr. Sung. The fact that his
Ph.D. was in science especially attracted the educated, for they had been under the
impression that science and the Bible did not agree" (Smith 1965:30).
John Sung thus gave evangelical Christianity a credible voice in a time when
beliefs in the deity of Christ and virgin birth were ridiculed by intellectual Christians. At
a time when the Chinese were looking to scientific and theological advancements, any
belief in a personal God was seen as superstitious. However, John Sung claimed to be a
firm believer of the Scriptures, and his was a voice that must be reckoned. I feel that his
stance against liberal theology was one of his greatest contributions in the Chinese
church. Even though he was a scientist, Sung denounced the validity of liberalism. He
provided a credible example that science and faith do not necessary contradict each other.
Schubert (1976:36) recounts that as the result of John Sung's ministry in 1931,
most of his Chinese colleagues in the district became born-again Christians for the first
time. Such an account gives a glimpse in realizing how Modernist theology had affected

421

Chinese Christianity at that time; as well as how vitally important the work of John Sung
was in reverting the whole situation.
His emphases on the Bible as the infallible Word of God and the work of the Holy
Spirit helped ground the church on more solid foundation than those who preached only a
gospel of social reform. John Sung was unabashed in his criticisms of missionaries with
Modernist theology. He had said that those who came not to preach the gospel should
pack up and leave the country. No wonder he offended many.
In his own account, John Sung (1995a:62-63) told of his earlier espousal ofliberal
theology and the social gospel when he was a doctoral student in Ohio State University.
Even as a new student at Union Seminary, New York in 1926, he testified that he had
totally lost his faith. He would join the seminarians in ridiculing the Fundamentalist
Christians as superstitious and overly emotional (Sung 1995a:72). Although he was one
of the favorite students of Dr. Harry Emerson Fosdick, he confronted the latter after his
conversion experience, "You are of the devil. You made me lose my faith, and you are
causing these other young men to lose their faith" (Schubert 1976:29). His warning
against the new theology was appealing because he himself shared how he had once been
"deceived." But perhaps much more persuasive to the Chinese Christians was the fact
that this brilliant scientist apparently was a very religious person.
Schubert (1976:46) describes Sung as "a man of one book," showing his love for
the Word of God, and attributed John Sung's "lasting success" to "the way he spent hours
every day with his Bible" (Schubert 1976:46).
Another great contribution of John Sung was his ability to mobilize Christians in
evangelism. From the earliest days, John Sung would organize preaching bands made up
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of two to three Christians to do personal evangelism in towns and villages. Timothy Tow
(1985) reported that in Singapore and Sarawak, some of these preaching bands still met
regularly to share about their testimonies on evangelism more than forty years after the
passing of the man who mobilized them into action. Similar reports came from
Indonesia, where evangelism had been carried on faithfully. Bentley-Taylor (1967:134)
comments that, "Dr. Sung's visits soon had repercussions far beyond Surabaya.
Evangelistic bands were formed, which are still functioning, and through their witness
Chinese Christians churches came into being in several other cities in East Java."
John Sung's gift as a preacher was well-respected by friends and foes alike. But
what most distinguished him was the fact that his preaching was grounded on the
powerful working of the Holy Spirit. His earnestness in prayer showed a total reliance on
God to work through him. What made a lasting impact on people's minds cannot be
attributed simply to homiletics. True, John Sung was an excellent preacher, but he was
also a man who allowed God to use his gifts for God's own glory.
John Sung's attitude in serving the Lord also had profound impact on many who
dedicated themselves for full-time service through his ministries. He was a man who
usually preached two to three times a week during a conference. Each time, he gave his
best and his all. His total commitment to serve Christ with an attitude of self-denial set
an example for many of the Christian workers in later years.
It was a remarkable fact that John Sung's ministry bore fruit even beyond the

borders of China. In his brief visits to the Southeast Asian nations of Singapore,
Philippines, Thailand, Malaysia, and Indonesia, he stirred up a movement of revival with
great and lasting impacts on the church life of these countries.
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John Sung's work had a lasting impact on the life of the Chinese church. Many
church leaders were indeed the fruits of John Sung. They were either converted or
challenged through Sung's ministry and preaching. David Adeney (Armitage 1994:74), a
missionary who spent his life serving among the Chinese, added that many ofthose
called to the service through Sung's ministry served most faithfully through their life.
Adeney himself had met many of these from the Northeastern part of China to Singapore
in Southeast Asia. On this, Schubert explained that John Sung's ministry was built upon
a prayerful dependence on God's power,
That is one secret of his success, and of the lasting results of his ministry: that he
prayed for the seekers after he left them. He prayed one day for all the seekers in
Peiping, another day for all those in Tientsin [Tianjin], then for those in Shanghai,
Foochow [Fuzhou], Hinghwa, etc. So wherever John Sung had been, there were
Christians who remained true and faithful. Wherever I have been in China,
including Taiwan, the most faithful and dependable members in the churches
were those who had been saved and blest in Dr. Sung's meetings. Others have
said the same (Schubert 1976:67-68).
John Sung's example and his passionate teaching on prayer impacted many of his
generation. Many remembered specifically John Sung's prayer life and commitment to
pray for those seeking prayer from him.
A Singaporean Church historian, Dr. Bobby Sng, devoted much attention to John
Sung's work in the island state in recounting In His Good Time: the Story of the Church

in Singapore 1819-1978. Writing in the late 1970s, more than three decades after the
passing of John Sung, Sng (1980: 180) comments, "The spiritual legacy that he left
behind in Singapore and elsewhere has never been surpassed since. The writer, in the
course of his interviews with various people, has been impressed again and again by the
many pastors and church leaders today who were either converted or influenced through
Dr. Sung's ministry." I would suggest that if this picture was true in Singapore in the
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1970s, where John Sung visited several times since 1935, it would most likely be true in
China during this period of time. Many of those Chinese converts of John Sung would
most likely be faithful witnesses in the time of great trials under Communist China.
Sng's comments were also echoed by many other key Christian leaders who were
familiar with John Sung's ministry, both in and outside of China.
It is interesting to note that when Bobby Sng analyzes John Sung's ministry, his

findings were very consistent with the expressions of faith among Chinese Christians in
the 1980s. Sng (1980:181) reports that:
1. John Sung had a Bible-centered ministry.
2. Dr. Sung took sin seriously.
3. Evangelism was always emphasized. No sooner were people converted than
they were organized into evangelistic bands of two to five persons each.
4. John Sung was utterly fearless.
5. John Sung was a man of prayer.
The personal piety and emphasis on high Christian morality set John Sung apart.
His total commitment to the Bible and prayer life made a significant impact in many
Chinese believers' lives. In a personal interview with Bobby Sng (1980: 181), a Christian
leader in Singapore commented that "One reason why Chinese churches today are
conservative theologically is that we have learnt to take the Bible seriously."
Reading through the sermons of John Sung, we do notice that he accented the
importance of a sanctified life, very much akin to his Methodist upbringing. It is obvious
that John Sung intentionally followed the models of revival exemplified by John Wesley
and Charles Finney. He did not develop a theology of the church. I suspect that it had a
lot to do with the context and urgencies in dealing with the international and national
wars, as well as his pre-millennial beliefs. In some way, he followed the model of James
Hudson Taylor in focusing on evangelism in the "last days" with little attention to
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fonnulating a theology of the church. Furthennore, we need to tie his conviction to
evangelize as many as possible with his very strong calling and vision. Lee Chun Kwan
(1988) points out that much of the revival movements in China departed from its Western
root in its lack of efforts in social refonns or concerns. Could this be a reactive response
of the conservative Christians of that time to the Modernist and Social Gospel
movement? Of course, such a big topic would warrant a separate study, which is beyond
the scope of this dissertation.
It is refreshing to hear William Schubert's assessment of John Sung's work: "The

Lord had used John Sung to raise up a people scattered throughout China that were able
to stand the test, some even unto death, but others whose spark will be fanned by the
winds of God's Spirit until the flame of revival will bum away unbelief and materialism
and atheism with Holy Ghost fire. Our work is to pray for this" (Schubert 1976:66).

Mobilization of the Laity
John Sung's focus on the evangelistic bands was an important step toward
training lay Christians for ministry. Although it was not a full-scale mobilization of the
laity, it follows the principle of the "priesthood of believers" as discussed by Ogden,
Snyder, Schwarz, and Lovelace. It provided a framework for the involvement of all
believers to participate in becoming witnesses of Christ. In fact, this was one of the
powerful tools that helped the growth of house church movement in China significantly.
John Sung engaged in lay training when he first began working in Hinghwa. He
spent much time devising a plan to train class leaders who could be involved in
leadership work of the church. It was an important break, as pastors usually handled all
the ministries of a local church. In training after training, John Sung reminded the lay
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persons who were dedicated to serve that they were in fact pillars of the church. John
Sung seemed to have a keen understanding of the nature of the church and church
ministry way advanced than his time. He also saw the need to train them well, with a
major emphasis on grounding the people on the Bible.
John Sung mobilized Christians, even young believers, to get involved in
witnessing in groups. Many church leaders identified the setting up of preaching bands
as one of the key contributions of John Sung to the Chinese church. It was true that John
Sung was not the only Christian leader in China promoting preaching bands, nor was it
his original idea. However, he was the most indefatigable proponent of setting up
preaching bands in every center that he visited. Typically, towards the end of each
campaign, John Sung would form preaching bands made up of three to five members. He
himself would provide the training with demonstration, and then group the participants
into bands as well as electing a supervisor of all the bands in a particular city. He had
perfected the training and practices during his early years of ministry. The result was
generally well received, and in many places, an enthusiasm for gospel-sharing ensued.
Missionary Edna Beekman described what she saw in 1934 right after a very
successful rally attended by over 3,000 in Xiamen,
One result of the meetings was the forming of 300 preaching bands-each one
composed of three to six people-who are pledged to witness for Christ at least
once a week. Saturday afternoon they all met together at the mat-shed for
preparation, then went out to all the streets and lanes of the city. Sunday noon,
after the service, the Kolongsu [Gulangyu] bands marched around the roads of
Kolongsu. I stood at the door watching them pass by. I counted 112 bannersfor each group has a white pennant with a red cross in the comer and the names of
the band members written on with ink. It was a most inspiring sight to see them,
representing all ages and classes- school boys and girls in the vigor of their youth,
older women still with the bound feet of former bondage, business men and
coolies, college graduates and redeemed slave girls, older members of the church
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and those who have just recently taken a stand for Christ. They marched by
singing the gospel choruses. (Beekman 1934: 13)
This scene was repeated throughout John Sung's public ministry. There was
affective joy and exuberance in the witnessing work of the church. In some areas, the
bands formed into a fellowship and carried on the work for many years. This was true
when able leaders were set up and effective training was provided.
The result went beyond an enriched evangelism program in the church. It was
also the best training for believers to grow and exercise their God-given gifts. In
Zhangzhou, for example, the band members began to desire Bible training, which in tum
led to growth in their Christian commitment. The formation of the bands brought on a
new focus on others and not just themselves. Pastor Lin of Zhangzhou, Fujian, reported
that the ratio of new believers converted by pastors and believers was one to ten. In the
South Fujian region, the formation of bands in mid-1930s under John Sung has led to
many notable benefits of the church, bringing vitality and even increased offering.
During the war years, financial support from abroad dwindled, but there was increase in
giving by local Christians. In just one year, referring to 1942, a Zhangzhou church
received more than 160,000 dollars. Besides that, during the centennial celebration of
mission established in South Fujian, Pastor Lin baptized 100 new believers on one
Sunday (Baldwin 1942:25-25).

John Sung as an Icon of Chinese Evangelicalism
John Sung was sought out by many students trying to find answers on the validity
of Christian faith. One of the repeated questions John Sung was asked was how to
reconcile science and religion. Some of those who sought Sung's answer to their faith-
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related questions included high school students in Nanchang (Song 2006:93) and medical
students in Shenyang (Song 2006: 133). Some questioned whether heaven and hell exist
and the trustworthiness of the Bible (Song 2006:82). Since John Sung was a scientist, his
answers certainly came across as credible. At a time when religions were universally
shunned as superstitious and backward looking, not many in China could actually
challenge John Sung's credentials and his strong Christian convictions.
Besides contributing to the revival movements in the 1930s, John Sung had yet
another significant contribution. During his time, Sung was the highest educated
preacher with a much coveted Ph.D. in science. Once again, the context must be
examined. Since the Literary Renaissance, there were strong currents of anti-religious
sentiments which were directed at all religions. To the learned Chinese, religions are
superstitions to be rid of from their society. To make the matter worse, those who
received their theological training from overseas returned to China with a new outlook. It
was one that totally rejected the claims and miracles of the Bible.
By then, the Bible was looked at as an obsolete book. Those who believed in the
miracles and resurrection were the uneducated ones who could be disregarded. But John
Sung claimed that the whole Bible is the Word of God and that the Holy Spirit convicts
and sanctifies God's people. When this teaching came from the mouth of a scientist, it
demanded attention.
Partly because of that, John Sung would create a stir wherever he went. Some
came through curiosity, wanting to hear an American trained scientist talk about religion.
But Dr. Sung also engaged in divine healing and casting out demons. At a time when the
church was attacked as holding to unscientific and obsolete beliefs, John Sung came to
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her rescue. His strong stance on the Bible lends credibility to the Bible. John Sung
insisted that believers must study the Old and New Testaments.
There were numerous reports that the Bible would sell like hotcakes wherever
John Sung led meetings (Tow 2001:72; Sng 1980: 179). A veteran missionary said that,
"The Bible societies had no difficult in following his [Sung's] trail, for the sale of Bibles
and Testaments always doubled and tripled wherever he went" (Jones 1974: 2283).
The British and Foreign Bible Society (1937:32, 43) reported that sale of Chinese
Bibles in 1936 hit a record high due chiefly to the ongoing revival in many parts of the
nation. In Shandong Province especially, "One of the fruits of a Godsent revival is a
'Back to the Bible' movement, and an outstanding feature of China's own evangelists
(whom God has blessed) is their insistence upon Bible study" (1937:32).
John Sung became an icon, a proof that the conservative faith was still believable.
An effective innovator and a change agent, John Sung became an evangelical icon who
affected the Chinese Christians with a vibrant faith that stressed experiential expressions
based on scriptural teaching-a faith that emphasized rootedness in biblical teaching, yet
touching the real aspects of life, especially in the living out of a sanctified life under the
superintending of the Holy Spirit.
To the eyes of ordinary Chinese, John Sung was a learned man. But more than
that, he was the learned among the learned, as a scientist with a Ph.D. degree. John Sung
was a "postmodern prophet." By this, I mean he had ventured deep into modernity both
in scientific field as well as in the cross currents on theological Modernism. He was
confused by that conflict, which intensified when he entered the very center of
Modernism, Union Theological Seminary. He came out of it, a postmodem!

Chapter 7

Conclusion, Missiological Implications, and Recommendations

John Sung was always a patriot when his country fought for advancement, her
rights, and then her survival in the last few years of his life. Before his calling to preach
came in 1927, John Sung aspired to be a scientist who could help "save his homeland" by
bringing scientific advances (rendered in Chinese, ':jiu guojia," literally, save countryhome). After he was sure of his calling, John Sung returned to China firmly determined
to help "save his own people," "jiu guoren" in Chinese (literally, save country-people).
That single-mindedness propelled him to be an indefatigable gospel warrior. It accounted
for his donning the Chinese gown to live a life of poverty. It explained why he was
"crazy" for the salvation of all China. That single-minded mission to save China set him
in motion, against all odds and hindrances.
John Sung's life was intensely interesting. One thing was constant in his life: he
never arrived. Besides not having lived to a ripe old age, John Sung had never been fully
satisfied with his work as he looked back on his life. That was why he sometimes viewed
the earlier stages of his work as failures in his reviews. These assessments, however,
must be compared with his repeated exclamations at the time such as "the greatest revival
ever" and "I have never experienced such success before!" This shows a man who was
never afraid to admit failures; but always looking to the present and future, figuring out
what God might find pleasing and ways he could improve.
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The Remarkable Pattern of Sung's Life and Ministry
John Sung was a man with a mission for a specific purpose and time. He was
unusually fitted for the remarkable role he played in the history of the Chinese Church as
well as in the churches in Southeast Asia. His life also intersected with momentous times
in the national history of the new China.
John Sung was born a year after the Boxers Uprising. He left China in 1920 for
America at a time when Chinese students were deeply embroiled in protests against
foreign encroachment and imperialism. It was barely a year after the start of the May
Fourth Movement of 1919. When he returned to China in 1927 after the Nationalist
army's Northern Expedition, the whole country was in relative calm during what was
called the Nanking Decade (1927-1937). That provided a certain degree of peace,
although there continued to be clashes between the Nationalists and the Communists.
John Sung was able to work freely as a conference evangelist for the Hinghwa Annual
Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church from 1928 through 1930.
When John Sung's ministry moved to the national stage, his movements
paralleled the path of Japanese aggression in the area. He was right on the spot when
Japan attacked and attempted to control the Northern Provinces of China in 1931. In fact,
he left Shenyang (Mukden) on September 18, the very day of the Japanese attack. Again,
in 1932, John Sung was in Shanghai when Japan launched assaults on the city on January
28.
In 1937, Japan followed up with an all-out attack on Shanghai on August 13 that
led to Japanese occupation of parts of Central China. John Sung happened to have
arrived from Fuzhou at the port of Shanghai just hours before the attack begun. From
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then on, he touched many centers across China before these were occupied by the
Japanese military forces. At one point, he actually left barely a few hours before the fall
of Xi amen, on May 11, 1938 (as noted earlier in Chapter 5).
When travel was made impossible within China, John Sung launched several
prolonged campaigns to Southwest China, Vietnam (then French Indochina), Thailand,
the Malay Peninsula, Sarawak, Burma, Singapore, and Indonesia. When his traveling
days were finally ended due to his deteriorating health in 1940, the Southeast Asian
nations John Sung had visited fell into Japanese hands within a short period of time in the
following years of 1941 and 1942.
Also remarkable were John Sung's many turning points in life, when he was
found to be at the right spot at the right time, as documented in this dissertation. John
Sung was in New York City in 1926 when Uldine Utley debuted and launched her
month-long campaign in the city. The intersection ofthe two sparked a return to his faith
a few months later.
When Sung returned to his hometown at the end of 1927, the Hinghwa
Conference was at its lowest ebb after waves of anti-Christian attacks by Communists
and intellectual youths, as well as missionary evacuation. There, John Sung was able to
assist in leading revivals and was in effect being trained for a wider purpose. The door
that led to a wider purpose finally arrived in 1931. That was also the year when the
Bethel Evangelistic World-Wide Band was formed. When Sung travelled with the Band
to the Northern parts of China, he came face to face with Pentecostalism for the very first
time. He visited Shan dong province at the beginning of a widespread revival, which was
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later called the Shandong Revival-all part of the same pattern of remarkable
"coincidences" in Sung's life and ministry.
As we have seen, some of these turning points came in extremely painful ways,
including his final years of repeated surgeries and suffering excruciating physical pain.
Yet John Sung claimed that his prayer during these silent years made it the most
important of all his ministries. Herein lies perhaps the secret of John Sung. The success
of his Christian ministry was not marked by external results alone. Only through prayer
and his deep immersion in the Spirit could he encounter the Power (the Holy Spirit) who
continued to work in Sung's own life. He also knew that the same Holy Spirit was still at
work when his feet were bound by illness and the doors of ministry were shut by war.
But through deep intercessory prayer, Sung gained spiritual insight that the many lives he
had touched would continue to encounter the Power (the Holy Spirit). He knew that a
great revival would come; thus in dying, Sung instructed, "Pray much, the work
henceforth will be the work of prayer." Sung's parting words would become a
catchphrase for Chinese Christians not many years after he was gone, especially during
one of the darkest moments of Chinese Christianity. Then, a powerful renewal of the
church came.

Encountering the Power
I propose a missiological adoption of the term "Encountering the Power," both in
concept and usage, in discussing issues pertaining to the excluded middle. This will be
especially helpful in the context of Christian witness to folk religionists. Actually, the
language allows application to persons of any faith, or even non-faith. There are at least
three reasons for my proposing this.

434
First, the rephrasing focuses attention on the Third Person of the Trinity while
paying serious attention to issues related to the middle realm. The new term implies that
it is necessary for the missionary (gospel bearer) to fIrst encounter the Holy Spirit as he
or she became an instrument of the Holy Spirit's encounter with the recipient culture. It
means the missionary must walk closely with the Holy Spirit in living a sanctifIed life
that is visible to those with non-Christian faiths, or no faith. In so doing, the missionary
will discern under the leadership of the Holy Spirit how best to meet the middle realm
issues. It also means that Christians who can perform the spectaculars must still come
under the convicting work of the Holy Spirit, all the time. Paraphrasing John Sung's
words, it might be easier to cast out the real demons than having to deal with evils within
us.
Second, the term "Power Encounter" conveys implicitly the idea of
confrontation.

158 It amounts to challenging the listeners from another faith to a fIght. In

this sense, the language still belongs to a Western paradigm, befItting the Wild West
mentality (pun intended). In some way, it might have certain semblance to the
unfortunate title, which captures the missionary community'S mindset of the time, The
Christian Occupation of China (1922).159 It was unfortunate contextually, as Chinese

protesters since 1919 have been stamping Christianity as an imperialistic encroachment
against their culture and country.
Third, and closely related to the previous, is a theological consideration. The
Bible clearly teaches that Christ is victorious. We now await the fInal victory which will

158 Unfortunately, most Chinese translations render "Power Encounter" explicitly as confrontation or
warfare.
159 As well as a host of other "Christian Occupation of' titles or speeches, including occupations of Arica,
Burma, India, Persia, Syria, and the list goes on.
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be won by the Lord of Lords. As workers, we must allow the Holy Spirit to claim and
declare where the victorious light of Jesus Christ will shine forth. As discussed earlier,
the spiritual warfare in the Bible focuses on the church's glorious mission in winning
disciples of Jesus Christ in the world. It was a show oflove, Christ's love, and not a
show of force. This does not minimize the powerful work of the Holy Spirit in and
through the witnessing community.
In total humility, Christian workers should first encounter the Truth revealed in
the Scripture. Then, relying on the Holy Spirit, we must strive to live a victorious life in
Christ, not the life of a victor. Only then can we allow others to witness what
sanctification is all about.
Spiritual Warfare. John Sung understood spiritual warfare well, as taught in the
Bible. Spiritual warfare encompasses more than just a contest against the powers behind
animistic practices, though it certainly was part of it. Jesus Christ has already dealt a
decisive blow to Satan's scheme on the cross. His victory was achieved on the cross.
As followers of Christ, we are called to join in the offensive drive of the spiritual
warfare: making disciples, the heart of the church's mission. Arnold (1997:47) explains
that making disciples "involves both making the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ known to
those who have not heard (or heard it properly) and incorporating them into the church as
viable and growing members."

It is important for us to understand the scheme of the Devil. The "territory" Satan
targeted is not geographical, but spiritual. Satan's prized real estate is people's hearts,
minds, and wills. Christ has decisively struck a deadly blow on Satan through the cross
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and his resurrection. The war has continued until now. It is waged in the hearts of
people, including the redeemed.
However, a considerable amount of Biblical teachings are on the defensive side of
the spiritual warfare. Once again, Christians must not lose sight that their hearts are the
contending ground that Satan wages continual warfare. We have tasted the joy of
salvation but are not freed from the evil influences that come from the flesh , the world,
and the devil (Arnold 1997:32-37).
Christians are not exempt from the evil influences. Even spiritual leaders who
had experienced God's mighty power face daily challenges and temptations. Thus,
Marguerite Kraft (1995:63) articulates that, "God's power is never given merely to inflate
the receptor. Obedience to him and depending on him in daily activities are of great
importance

He is not to be controlled or manipulated by human beings."

Balance is needed. Christians must allow the victorious Christ to claim victory in
their daily lives. This is possible only when they themselves encounter the power daily,
allowing the Holy Spirit to work in their hearts. This continual work of the Spirit will
manifest in their lifestyle as well as through their ministries. Only then will they be able
to invite others, whether Christians or not, to encounter the power of the Holy Spirit. As
briefly discussed earlier, the primacy of evangelism is always at the heart of the spiritual
warfare. It would be prudent to heed the advice of Marguerite Kraft (1995:87), that,
Salvation is far more important than confrontation of the power. There needs to
be a balanced approach with Christ and the Scriptures as central. However, when
we see how dependent on spiritual power so many of the societies of the world
are, we must respond by promoting the God of Christianity as the one who has the
power to do far beyond what we can imagine.
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Indeed, God is almighty, and Christians must first allow God's power to work in their
lives as they pray and see God work powerfully through their witnesses.
Power encounter vs. encountering the Power. God is powerful regardless of how
we described his power. The differences lie in the perception of those experiencing the
power. This applies to both Christians and non-Christians. Table 2 shows the differences
of the two terms, "power encounter," and "encountering the power."

Table 2. Power Encounter versus Encountering the Power
Power Encounter

Encountering the Power

Focuses more on Event/Events

Focuses on Process

Filled with the Holy Spirit

Full of the Holy Spirit

Gift/Gifts of the Spirit

Fruit of the Spirit

Implicit Purpose:
to Defeat the Devil
Confrontation
Show of Force

Implicit Purpose:
to Defeat the Devil' s Scheme
Invitation
Show of Love

1. Process-oriented: Encountering the Power means simply, for the lack of better
description, there is first an ongoing "power encounter" in each believer's life. This
is the process of sanctification, which must result in sanctified living through the
mighty work of the Holy Spirit.
2. Full of the Spirit: In the Book of Acts, the fullness of the Holy Spirit in believers'
lives was expressed in two different ways. First, "filled with the Spirit" (Acts 2:4;
4:8; 4:31; 9: 17, and 13:9) refers to an empowerment of the Holy Spirit in a believer
for a special task. Second, "full of the Spirit" (Acts 6:3,5; 7:55; 11:24, and 13:52)
generally refers to characteristic quality of life (Turner 1996: 165-169).
3. Fruit of the Spirit: in Galatians 5, the picture of the fruit of the Spirit refers to life
qualities of one yielded to the powerful work of the Holy Spirit. One who is
continually "filled" will eventually be "full of' the Spirit. It describes the character
engendered by the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit.
4. In Encountering the Power, missionaries extend an invitation to those they serve to
become fellow recipients of God's grace. Their sanctified lives became an attraction;
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and at the same time, an instrument of the Holy Spirit's direct encounter with the
persons of other faiths.

Missiological Significance
In 1998, I was surprised to find that among the faculty members in the E. Stanley
Jones School of World Mission of Asbury Seminary; only one has some knowledge of
John Sung and his work in China. This was by no means a scientific survey, but it
showed something is really amiss in the recorded mission history. 160 As I read more on
Sung's life and the impact he made upon churches in China and Southeast Asia, I am
convinced that today's missiologists and church historians should be acquainted with the
life of John Sung. There are important missiologicallessons to be learned by Asian
Christians and their comrades in other parts of the world.
The present research provides a more accurate record of mission history, as well
as the history of the Chinese church. It also explains the rapid growth of Christianity in
and outside Mainland China.
Recent studies show that some of the most rapid growth of Christianity in China
and Southeast Asia happened when Chinese religiosity had been taken seriously
(Wahrisch-Oblau 1999; Chan and Hunter 1993). The present study demonstrates it is
nothing new. John Sung the American-trained scientist had shown convincingly that the
Christian God can meet Chinese religionists at their worldview level, and that Sung did
this at a time when such practices were commonly dismissed as superstitious. Sung did

160 More alarming, most Asian Christians were also unfamiliar with the name ofJohn Sung. In 2001,
missiologist Scott W. Sunquist found out that among 350 Christian leaders (85 were missionaries) at a
special gathering in Korea, only one had ever heard of John Sung and his ministry (Sunquist 2002:81).
Bishop Hwa Yung was similarly surprised to learn that in an Asian theological school he visited, only a
third of the predominantly Chinese students knew of John Sung (Hwa 2004:xii).
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not stop at this, but was always eager to train Christian disciples who would root their
faith on the Bible.
Contextualization does not occur at the level of "elite religiosity." In the Chinese
context, many attempts were made in contextualizing the gospel at Buddhism, Daoism,
and Confucianism. Actually, such attempts aimed only at a minority of Chinese in any
given society, not to say these attempts are unimportant. However, a more interesting
and fruitful venue is to acknowledge and work along the line of what I call "Chinese
religiosity." In general, this may be simply defined as a loosely held sense ofreligiosity,
holding true for the pious as well as the self-acknowledged atheists that holds to
pragmatism and this-worldly matters, with a deep rooted-ness in the spiritual, combining
the teachings of the "three religions."
Furthermore, Sung's life and teaching also shows that contextualization must not
be aimed solely at the culture in which the gospel is to take root. Latourette (1940:431)
said something to this effect, "[I]t must be noted that Christianity, if it is not hopelessly
denatured, never becomes fully at home in any culture. Always, when it is true to its
genius, it creates a tension."
Contextualization does not happen when one focuses solely on the soil where the
gospel is planted. It is also the messenger's task to "contextualize" the soil to the
demands of the Kingdom of GOd. 161 While many criticized Sung for teaching an "otherworldly" religion, 1 would argue that it could be viewed from another perspective. Sung
was, after all, more concerned in challenging his countrymen to the demands of biblical
discipleship.
161 I am indebted here to my mentor Dr. Howard Snyder who pointed out in a class discussion the
importance of the "Kingdom of God" aspect as a key and yet oft-neglected component when Christians
engage in the process of theological contextualization.
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Perhaps, a careful study of John Sung's life and ministry will give some hints on
how Christianity can become an indigenous faith, particularly in the Chinese context. It
might shed light on why conscious efforts on indigenizing the gospel at a cultural elite
level bore little success. My theory is this: contextualization in the Chinese soil cannot
be done purely at the level of culture elite. Contextualization happens when a vibrant
faith that touches the mind as well as the heart which requires nothing less than a radical
discipleship is presented.

Some Additional Points for Consideration
Listed below are five suggestions based on my personal reflection on John Sung's
life and ministry. Some might find these beneficial and applicable.
1. Train indigenous workers to take the lead right from the start, realizing that the
results may come later. The reasons are simple: Devolution to indigenous workers does
not happen naturally, and no amount of effective indigenization can take place unless the
locals take on an active leading role. This applies to churches as well as mission fields.
It means mission organizations must enter a field with an exit plan. Church leaders must

be intentional in coaching and leading younger believers into maturity and leadership
positions.
2. Alongside the above, invest in the families of new converts. This holds true
for both missionary practitioners and church leaders. Train up second-generation
believers by training their parents. Leaders must incorporate this intent into their plans.
Sanctified parents who walk by the Bible under the Holy Spirit will exert great impact on
their young ones. In referring to the great success of John Sung, missionary F. Stanley
Carson commented that "the greatest contribution Will Brewster [pioneer missionary to
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Hinghwa] made to China might well be bringing to Hinghwa and to a Christian
experience the boy who later became the father of John Sung" (Brewster n.d.:364).
3. Move from counting conversions to fostering sanctified living that counts for
the Kingdom. Discipleship must begin from the Bible so that believers will follow Jesus
and live the truth. However, it must be a process where a disciple will continue to learn
beyond head knowledge of Christian doctrines. Is this not the genius of Christianity, that
one can live one's faith in one's time through the leading of the Holy Spirit and the
guidance of Holy Writ? It is only then that one can follow Jesus and proclaim Christ. It
is from sanctified lives that a spiritual community is built. One such as this will certainly
exert a winsome pull on those nearby, Christians or otherwise. John Sung's life and
ministry exemplified a strong emphasis on the Bible while constantly relying on the Holy
Spirit. Towards the end of his life, Sung realized the futility in counting the numbers of
souls saved. He deemed as more important, the establishing of Christians who would
grow in the Word through full dependence on the Holy Spirit.
4. Reclaim the meaning and power of Pentecost, whether one is Pentecostal or
not. Pentecostalism often becomes a cultural expression for Christians on both sides of
the equation rather than the full presence and leadership of the Holy Spirit. By this, I
mean that we often allow the external forms to replace the meaning of the spiritual
reality. This is a danger for both Pentecostals and non-Pentecostals. Just as there is a
tendency for non-Pentecostals to miss experiencing the meaning of Pentecost due to fear
of "Pentecostal expressions," the Pentecostals might actually be so focused on such
expressions that they do not allow themselves to be fully led by the Holy Spirit. John
Sung's life showed that the fullness of the Spirit must be seen tangibly in the sanctified
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living of believers. By his example, Sung showed that a leader must exemplify such
sanctified living. Leaders must go beyond teaching holiness to living it daily.
5. Incorporate biographies into the process of discipleship. This holds great
promise in spiritual formation and Christian character building. John Sung benefitted
much from a lifelong interest in Christian biographies. Apparently, it was partly through
studying exemplary lives that Sung found his way back to a faith once lost, affIrmed his
calling, and to a certain degree, developed his ministry philosophy and methodology.

Suggestions for Further Study
This study presented mostly a biographical account of John Sung, with primary
attention to dynamics within his life and context that contributed to understanding his
effectiveness as an evangelist who contributed to life and vibrancy of Chinese
Christianity. In the course of this study, several pertinent topics were raised which await
further exploration. Suggestions for further study include:

1. A comparative study on the lives of Harry E. Fosdick and John Sung, with
focal attention to their mental struggles at Union Seminary, could be instructive. It might
be worthwhile applying anthropological insights alongside psychiatric and theological
expertise to the study. Worthy question for further exploration might be: could mental
collapse in one or both of them be attributed to a crash, and/or clashes of worldviews?
2. Highly educated Chinese church leaders in John Sung's days mostly adopted
the scientific outlook of the West and openly espoused theological Modernism. An
interesting question to ask: was John Sung "inoculated" against Modernism by his
background? Could the context Sung grew up in, namely, one so strongly in the grasp of
folk religiosity, worked to his advantage of his experiencing the spiritual realm? If so,

443
further study might surface significant implications for missionary efforts to areas with
deep folk religious beliefs.
3. Compare John Sung and Toyohiko Kagawa of Japan, two men that had an
interesting, though seemingly uneventful meeting, in Shanghai in 1931. The study may
reveal how one's perception of the gospel might be helped or hindered by contextual
elements that were unique to each. This study could potentially clarify what the gospel of
Jesus Christ is and thus bringing clarity to the mission of the church.

Afterword
John Sung's widow survived him 45 years. Mrs. Sung passed away in 1980,
having suffered through the horrendous years of the Cultural Revolution (Song 2000;
Song 2006:xvi). Although branded by the state as a counter-revolutionary and beaten
severely, Mrs. Sung never wavered in her faith (Song 2000).
John Sung's daughters were 15, 12, and 9 years old, respectively, at his death in
1944. Tianying, the eldest, became a preacher in 1954. She was jailed because of her
Christian beliefs from 1957 to 1977 (Wang 2002: 150; Song 2000). After her release,
Tianying edited her father's works and preached itinerantly until her death in 1993 (Song
2000). Tianzhen and Tianquan, his second and third daughters, immigrated to the United
States in 1993 and 1999, respectively. Tianzhen, who published Sung's edited diaries,
resides in Detroit. Tianquan has been a minister of the gospel in New York since 2001.

In 2002, another offspring of John Sung"s followed in his footsteps. Timothy
Wang, Sung's oldest grandson, gave up a career in engineering to become a preacher.
Since 2003, Wang has been a pastor of a Chinese church in Windsor, Ontario, Canada
(Song 2006).

Appendix 1

Spelling Variations of John Sung's Name

Song Shangjie, Romanized Pinyin
Sang Siong Ceh, According to the Hinghwa (Putian) Dialect
Official name used in School
Immigration papers
Hinghwa Conference of the Methodist Episcopal Church
Siong Ceh Sang, or Siong-Ceh Sang
First Year at Ohio Wesleyan University
Sun J. Sung, or Sun Jeh Sung
Ohio Wesleyan University Yearbook, occasionally
Siong Ceh Sung, Siong-Ceh Sung, or Siong C. Sung
Ohio Wesleyan University
Ohio State University
M. Sc. Thesis and Ph.D. Dissertation
Union Theological Seminary
Bloomington Hospital Records

Other Variations in Print
S. C. Sung (Hockman 1931 :598)
Song Hsiang-chieh (van Dyck 1936:249)
Song Siong Chiat (Sung 1936 - Earnest Tipson, English translator of My Testimony)
Song Siong Chiet (Tow 2001:64)
Sung San-chieh (Smith 1935 :97)
Sung Sang Tie (Lea 1977:21)
Sung Shan Chieh (Sng 1980: 177)
Sung Shang Chieh (Tow 1985)
Sung Shang Dzieh (Carlberg 1936:58; Fitkin 1940:23)
Sung Song-Che (Hang 2006: 129)
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Appendix 2

John Sung's Ph.D. Dissertation Title Page and Autobiography
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I, Siong Ceh Sung, was born in Hinghwa, Fukien, China, August 15,1901.* I
received practically all of my secondary school education at Guthrie Memorial High
School. I came to the United States in the fall of 1920 and attended Ohio Wesleyan
University from which I received the degree of Bachelor of Arts in 1923. I entered the
Ohio State University in the fall of 1923 and obtained the degree of Master of Science in
1924. While in residence at Ohio State University I was awarded a University
Scholarship for two years 1923-1924 and 1924-1925 and was Graduate Assistant in
Chemistry for one year 1925-1926. I completed all the requirements and received the
degree of Doctor of Philosophy in March 1926 after three years of residence.
*N ote: "August 15" refers to the Lunar Calendar, which should rightly be
rendered, "the fifteenth day of the Eighth Moon." In 1901, it corresponds to
September 27 in the Gregorian Calendar.
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Appendix 3

Distance Covered in John Sung's Ministry Years 1931-1939
Year

Kilometers

Miles

1931

18,627

11,575

1932

10,637

6,610

1933

13,913

8,646

1934

9,161

5,692

1935

23,589

14,657

1936

25,853

16,053

1937

15,270

9,488

1938

20,166

12,531

1939

27,660

17,187

Total Distance
Travelled in 9 Years:

164,900 Kilometers
(102,400 Miles)

John Sung's Ministry Travel, 1931-1939
(in Kilometers)
27660

1931

1932

1933

1934

1935

1936

1937

1938

1939

Distance were measured using Google Maps and Google Earth software based on current
transportation systems. The actual distance travelled by John Sung would be
considerably longer than as presented.
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